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Ravaging Shivaliks
Enforcement failure costing Punjab its shield

HE devastation unfolding in the Shivalik
hills of Punjab’s Ropar district shows how
environmental crime thrives in the gaps
between policy and enforcement. Illegal
mining, carried out brazenly with heavy
machinery, has reportedly flattened entire hillocks in an
ecologically fragile zone that forms the foothills of the
Himalayas. The damage strikes at the Shivaliks’ core
ecological functions — groundwater recharge, soil stabil-
ity and biodiversity support. The Shivalik range is geo-
logically young and inherently unstable. Unregulated
excavation accelerates erosion, increases the risk of
landslides and siltation and alters drainage patterns.
Once these hills are cut and levelled, restoration is vir-
tually impossible. What is lost is a natural shield that pro-
tects downstream plains from floods and water stress.
Authorities argue that mining in the area is backed by
environmental clearances and that violations are
penalised. But such assurances ring hollow when locals
speak of night-time operations and large-scale hill cutting
beyond permissible limits. The problem is selective
enforcement of rules. When monitoring relies on paper-
work rather than continuous field surveillance, illegality
becomes routine. This is not an isolated failure. Across
India, mining in ecologically sensitive zones routinely tests
the limits of environmental law, often exploiting ambigui-
ties in permits or weak local oversight. Supreme Court and
National Green Tribunal rulings have repeatedly stressed
that economic activity cannot come at the cost of ecological
harm. Yet, on the ground, enforcement agencies appear
either underpowered or unwilling to act decisively.
Punjab cannot afford to treat the Shivaliks as expend-
ablereal estate. Protecting them requires more than fines
after the damage is done. It demands strict demarcation
of no-go zones, real-time technology-based monitoring,
accountability of officials and swift criminal action
against repeat violators. Development that destroys nat-
ural safeguards is not progress; it is deferred disaster.

Train delays

Railways must give top priority to punctuality

[A’s railway infrastructure is often showcased as a
symbol of progress and modernisation: record budget-
ary allocations, high-speed trains, near-total electrifica-
tion and rapid track expansion. However, this grand

arrative has a sobering side. According to a parlia-
mentary Public Accounts Committee (PAC) report, train
punctuality has slid sharply — from 90 per cent in 2021-22
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The Pawar who couldn’t become CM

Nationalist Congress Party finds itself at a crossroads after Ajit’s death

TRYSTS AND TU

JULIO RIBEIRO

ENS of thousands of

mourners gathered to

attend Maharashtra

Deputy Chief Minis-

ter Ajit Pawar’s cre-
mation in his home town, Bara-
mati, on January 29. They bid
adieu to the man who desper-
ately wanted to become the
CM, but couldn’t.

I am reminded of Mark
Anthony’s speech at the
funeral of Julius Caesar,
immortalised by Shakespeare
in his play: “The evil that men
do lives after them, the good is
oft interred with their bones.”
Ajit was mired in many contro-
versies during his political
career. The most serious
among them were the corrup-
tion cases filed against him in
the Rs 70,000-crore irrigation
scam (Ajit had held the water
resources portfolio in succes-
sive state governments). He
was exonerated after he joined
ranks with the BJP.

The state’s Anti-Corruption
Bureau (ACB) let him off the
hook. Param Bir Singh, who
was then serving as the ACB
chief and later became Mum-
bai’s Police Commissioner,
had proclaimed that there was
no evidence to prosecute Ajit.
The general perception among
those who were following the
cases was that the BJP had giv-
en the clean chit to Ajit as soon
as he crossed over to its side.

In recent months, Ajit’s son,
Parth Pawar, was in the news
after Amadea Enterprises, a
company of which he was the
principal owner, procured land
that was meant for the Mahars
(@ Scheduled Caste) and,
hence, could not be
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HIGHS & LOWS : Former Maharashtra CM Sharad Pawar had a seesaw relationship with his nephew. pi

sequestered even by sale.
Parth’s company had report-
edly purchased the land at a
throwaway price. When the
media published details of the
transaction, Ajit shielded his
son and the Devendra Fad-
navis government again came
to his rescue. The land, of
course, had to be restored to
the Mahar community.

In another astonishing
instance of high-handed
behaviour, Ajit was caught on
camera  reprimanding a
woman IPS officer for con-
fronting his supporters who
had violated revenue laws. She
was ordered to take action
against violators by the autho-
rised revenue officer, based on
the government’s own direc-
tives. It was a classic example
of a ruling party enacting laws
and then expecting the police
to close their eyes when those
laws were broken!

Ajit’s wife, Sunetra, is under
legal scrutiny in the Rs 25,000-
crore Maharashtra State Coop-
erative Bank scam; the
Enforcement Directorate (ED)

Ajit Pawar was let oft
in corruption cases

after he joined hands
with the BJP.

is pursuing the case. These
examples should make readers
wonder if Ajit was akin to the
cat with nine lives. Now that a
cruel death in an air crash has
taken his life, the grief that the
residents of Baramati have
expressed seems to have oblit-
erated his alleged misdeeds.

It is also significant that
Nitin Nabin, newly-installed
BJP president, attended
Ajit’s cremation along with

Home Minister Amit Shah
and state party leaders.

Ajit had dumped his uncle
and mentor Sharad Pawar in
his quest for the CM’s gadd:.
The latter had done something
similar decades ago to occupy
the coveted chair in Maharash-
tra at the age of 37. Sharad
parted ways with his own
patron and mentor, Yash-
wantrao Chavan, and ditched
then Congress CM Vasantdada
Patil to form the government
with the help of legislators who
had switched over to his side.

The difference in the two cas-
es is that unlike the Sharad-
Ajit relationship, there was no
“family” involved in Sharad’s
ties with Chavan. Last month,
the uncle and the nephew
reunited to contest the Pune
and Pimpri-Chinchwad munic-
ipal elections. They lost, but
the very fact that they got
together makes one wonder
about their seesaw ties.

Like the Congress, the
Nationalist Congress Party
(NCP) founded by Sharad
Pawar is avowedly secular as

well as socialist, and ideologi-
cally removed from the BJP.
Even Ajit, after joining hands
with the BJP, made it amply
clear that his NCP faction did
not subscribe to the anti-Mus-
lim ideology of the saffron par-
ty. Some of the candidates he
fielded in the recent Mumbai
civic elections were Muslims.

Days after Ajit’s death,
Sunetra took oath as deputy
CM, even as the state govern-
ment’s prescribed three-day
mourning period was nearing
its end and flags were still fly-
ing at half-mast. Many were
shocked at the indecent haste.

I have no doubt that CM
Devendra Fadnavis, one of
Maharashtra’s shrewdest
politicians, was behind this
tactical elevation. Ajit’s death
had confronted him with the
prospect of sustained pres-
sure for political concessions
from the other deputy CM,
Eknath Shinde, who heads
the Shiv Sena faction opposed
to the outfit led by ex-CM
Uddhav Thackeray.

If Ajit’s faction had joined
Sharad’s NCP. as was
rumoured, Sharad would have
refused to cast his lot with the
BJP lest he lost his secular cre-
dentials. Now, if Ajit’s loyalists
don’t return to Sharad’s fold,
their number (40) in the
Assembly would keep the BJP
in power in case Shinde’s
Sena becomes too demanding.
Hence the necessity of keeping
Ajit’s faction in line.

Jumping ship to join the rul-
ing party is a popular game
Maharashtra’s politicians
play. Of course, those who are
1deologically committed will
not do so, but the truth is that
they are rare to find in the
state. The lure of office or just
profit is sufficient for them.
Added to that is the more
urgent need of avoiding inves-
tigations by probe agencies —
the sword of Damocles that
the BJP hangs over the heads
of those with skeletons in
their cupboards.

t073.62 per cent in 2023-24. The contrast between ambitious
goals and everyday passenger experience is hard toignore.
The PAChas also questioned the way punctuality is meas-
ured by the Railways. Counting on-time performance only
at terminating stations, and allowing a generous 15-
minute delay, produces a misleading picture. Global
benchmarks, such as Japan’s “every second counts”
approach, show how India has diluted its standards. A sys-
tem that masks en route delays breeds complacency.

This decline is especially stark when viewed along-
side the scale of investment. The Union Budget’s record
allocation of around Rs 2.77 lakh crore and the Econom-
ic Survey’s data on doubled track commissioning after
2014 affirm the government’s commitment to railway-
led growth. Dedicated freight corridors, the bullet train
project and station redevelopment under the Amrit
Bharat scheme are raising the bar. But infrastructure
alone does not guarantee reliability. Mission Raftaar’s
modest gains — far short of its speed targets — highlight
persistent coordination failures across zonal railways.
The PAC’s finding that 27 of the 33 delay factors are con-
trollable by the Railways is particularly damning.

The way forward demands a shift from headline-driv-
en modernisation to operational discipline. Integrated,
real-time monitoring at originating, intermediate and
terminating stations is essential. Technological tools,
from advanced signalling to data-driven delay manage-
ment, must be deployed with due accountability. The
challenge for India, which has the world’s fourth-largest
rail network, is not only to build faster, safer and more
comfortable trains but also to run them punctually.
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Contempt of Courts Bill

IT may be admitted that the Contempt of Courts Bill, as it has
emerged from the Select Committee, is a substantial improvement
upon the original Bill. The comprehensive definition of contempt,
which was one of the most obnoxious features of the Bill, has now
been omitted. The power that was sought to be given to the chief
courts to protect courts subordinate to them has also been elimi-
nated. In some respects, indeed, the Bill, in its amended form, is
even an improvement upon the present law. At present, high
courts can sentence a person for contempt to either form of impris-
onment, and to practically unlimited fine. The Bill limits the fine
to Rs 2,000, and the jail term itself to six months’ simple imprison-
ment. Had these last, indeed, been the only substantive provisions
of the Bill, it would have been acclaimed all over the country as a
measure of genuine reform. Unfortunately, these salutary features
of the Bill are overshadowed by provisions which are a serious
menace to the right of the Press to criticise the judicial adminis-
tration, and which public opinion all over the country has strong-
ly and unequivocally condemned. The most important of these
features is that chief courts, which like the subordinate judiciary,
can at present only punish contempt committed in the face of the
court, are now to have the power to punish alleged contempt com-
mitted outside the court just as high courts can. No less objection-
able is the power now vested in all high courts not only to punish
contempt of themselves but of courts subordinate to them.

One man’s opportunism is another man’s statesmanship. — Milton Friedman

Alibrary thatrose
from the ashes

PRIYANKA SINGH

it slowly, like a story that refuses to hurry. The Lal
Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration
(LBSNAA), Mussoorie, belongs to the latter category. Its
aura hints at the weight of governance, but deeper lessons
unfold quietly, away from lecture halls and parade grounds.

In mid-1984, a devastating fire caused by a short circuit
destroyed a block of the academy, including the library. More
than one lakh books were lost. The library was the intellectual
spine of the academy, serving probationary officers who were
to administer districts and ministries across the country. After
the blaze, it existed in fragments — spread across three loca-
tions, one section opposite the Director’s residence.

In March 1986, a young man, Prem Singh, was deputed as the
librarian and given the formidable task of rebuilding the
library. For him, shifting from Delhi University to LBSNAA was
like stepping out of an ocean into a well. Initially, he thought of
not staying back. Then an intervention came — not as an order,
but as an invitation from then Deputy Director, S Parthasarathy,
who asked him to stay for two days as the academy’s guest. “If
you still wish to leave, no one will stop you,” he said gently. The
man returned to the library that evening and stood there, listen-
ing to the place. Those two days were indeed decisive.

The days that followed were busy, often exhausting. Yet, some-
thing was happening silently long after the academy’s office
hours. One such late evening, then Director, RN Chopra, noticed
something unusual. The library door was left open, an anomaly
in a place governed by timetables. Curious, he knocked. Inside
was the librarian, alone — sleeves rolled up, a dusting cloth in
hand. On paper, his role was clear; in practice, the job defied neat
definition. There were acquisition plans to be drawn up, corre-
spondence to be revived, catalogues to be reconstructed, sys-
tems to be imagined anew. When told that staff shortage and
fixed timelines left little choice, the Director remarked, “You are
employed as a librarian, not as a cleaner,” and left.

The words did not interrupt the rhythm of work. Shelves
were wiped clean, corners cleared, surviving books sorted and
restored to order. There was a self-imposed urgency to make
the library usable and worthy for the probationers. In time, the
same Director entrusted Prem Singh with additional respon-
sibilities, a quiet acknowledgment of his devotion to his job.

The library, which I had seen in drafts and architectural
sketches, is now housed in a new building. When I think of
LBSNAA today, I remember that unlocked library door in the
evenings. Inside, knowledge was rebuilt patiently, shelf by
shelf, without ceremony. The library rose from the ashes like
a phoenix — through hands willing to do unseen work and
the patronage of bibliophiles like S Parthasarthy and BN
Yugandhar (the latter succeeded Chopra as Director).

Perhaps that is how institutions truly endure — not through
grand gestures alone, but also with quiet persistence.

epaper.tribuneindia.com
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Strategic autonomy in distress
Refer to ‘Business as unusual’; the article
exposes the increasingly transactional nature
of the current India-US relationship, where
strategic partnership is being reduced to a
bargaining contest over tariffs and oil. The
lowering of tariffs from 50% to 18%is being
termed a tariff ‘truce’. Yet this rate remains
far above historical levels of 0-5% and offers
Indian exporters only a marginal edge over
competitors such as Pakistan and Vietnam.
This hardly qualifies as a restoration of nor-
mal trade relations. Buying US or Venezuelan
crude undermines India’s long-cherished
principle of strategic autonomy. Reports that
India has committed nearly $500 billion to
‘Buy American’ purchases across energy and
technology sectors further highlight the
intense pressure being exerted to correct a
trade surplus that President Trump repeated-
ly targets. New Delhi must insist on a relation-
ship grounded in mutual respect, transparen-
cy and long-term national interest rather than
arm-twisting diplomacy.

VIDYASAGAR KETHIRI, FARIDABAD

US deal an inevitable necessity
Apropos of ‘Business as unusual’; India has
effectively surrendered to the Trump admin-
istration. The deal is an inevitable necessity
for us, even after securing a true gentleman’s
agreement with the European Union.
Venezuelan oil will not be as cheap as Russian
oil, besides our Russian oil partnership stems
from a deep, long cherished relationship.
Commerce & Industries Minister Piyush
Goel’s defence of US agri products entering
Indian markets is woefully weak. We will be
gradually forced to import surplus US agricul-
tural products, burdening our economy. New
Delhi should have adopted a wait-and-watch
policy without hurrying into the deal.

JEEVAN VK, PATHANKOT

Acid test for Manipur govt

Apropos of ‘Manipur challenge’; the new gov-
ernment’s acid test would lie in restoring
peace and normalcy in Manipur at the earli-
est. It should shun unilateralism and its
efforts in this direction should be visible by
engaging all stakeholders in the peace efforts.
Worryingly, the disarmament process is yet to
be completed; the rehabilitation of the dis-
placed — an urgent task — has to begin in

earnest as well. Posterity and, possibly, the
polls would judge Yumnam K Singh’s stint in
power on this metric, in particular.

SS PAUL, NADIA (WB)

Familial approach needed
Apropos of ‘Not just a game’: online gaming
and its fatal consequences is a complex issue
that requires deeper analysis. Focusing on
mental health of youngsters alone is not suf-
ficient to address this problem unless it
includes mental health concerns of parents
and the elderly too. Emotional vulnerabili-
ties cannot be studied and resolved in isola-
tion. A familial approach would be benefi-
cial. It’s high time we go to our basics of
socialisation, nurturing of relationships and
being a part of Nature.

NEHA SAINI, CHANDIGARH

Talk to people around, at home
The Ghaziabad suicides send very disturb-
ing signals regarding mental health of Gen-
eration Alpha. Unsatiated curiosities of kids
and teenagers in an online world has blurred
the boundaries between the real and the reel
world. Surprisingly, elders too have fallen in
the trap of the unbridled onslaught of Al
Therefore, time and space to sit together,
chat, hug, share our joys and sorrows, has
shrunk. Not that the entire online world is
treacherous, but saner indulgence is defi-
nitely the need of the hour. It is high time,
our children venture out more towards play-
ing in real playgrounds than virtual ones
and talk to living entities rather than deal
with strangers. Begin from your own homes.
RAKESH MOHAN SHARMA, PATHANKOT

An enduring legacy
Reading The Tribune since my teens, it has
been a part of my daily routine when it was
priced 15 paise. Reading the newspaper while
sipping hot tea in the morning has become an
addiction. The thud of the rolled-up paper,
hurled by the vendor from his moving bicycle,
landing on the balcony is eagerly awaited. I
have persisted with The Tribune along with a
multitude of other loyal readers for its consis-
tency and objectivity, and staying away from
sensationalism. As aretiree, people keep asking
me, “How do you pass your time?” Time flies by
when I am immersed in reading The Tribune.
CHANDER GUPTA, BY MAIL

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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SAFE: American farmers receive massive subsidies every year that insulates them from the volatility of markets. REUTERS

India-US trade deal is
too costly for farmers

DEVINDER SHARMA
FOOD & AGRICULTURE SPECIALIST

IKE the Shakespearean

predicament, the bigger

dilemma is who to believe

and whom not to. US Agri-
culture Secretary Brooke Rollins
thanked President Donald Trump
for a promising trade deal with
India that "delivers for the Ameri-
can farmers". Meanwhile, Com-
merce Minister Piyush Goyal, too,
applauded PM Narendra Modi for
a "historic" deal with America,
underscoring that India's sensi-
tive agriculture and dairy sectors
have been duly protected.

Whether it is a win-win situation
for both democracies or an out-
come of bullying and high-hand-
edness, only the details will con-
firm. But what is in the public
domain has already sent jitters
down the spine of farm unions
across the country. They have
enough reasons to be worried.

At atime when domestic agricul-
ture continues to face distress,
with farmers realising farm prices
30-40% lower than the minimum
support price (MSP) announced,
any further opening of India's vast
market for cheap and highly sub-
sidised agricultural produce will
severely hit farm livelihoods.

American farmers receive mas-
sive subsidies every year, esti-
mated at $66,314 per farmer per
year (Agricultural Resource Man-
agement Survey, 2020), which
insulates them from the volatility
of the markets. Besides, the US
Administration plans to provide
$12-billion of per-acre commodity
payments to farmers under the
Farmers Bridge Assistance Pro-
gram (FBA) to cover the losses
incurred. Trump had referred to it
as 'One Big Beautiful Bill'.

While the finer details of the US-
India trade deal are still awaited,
both the US and India are making
loud claims. Brooke Rollins had
even announced on social media
that the deal would result in the
"export of more American farm
products into India's massive
market, lifting prices and pump-
ing cash into rural America."

This follows the broad contours
of the trade deal that were
announced by the US President
on X, which slashed tariffs from
50% to 18% for Indian goods enter-

tariffs to zero for the US exports, in
addition to removing the non-tar-
iff barriers.

Meanwhile, Agriculture Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan has been
assuring farmers that the deal has
been struck after carefully 'safe-
guarding' their interests.

Farm leaders threaten protests

Despite the assurances, the India-
US trade deal has agitated the
farming community. Questioning
India’s silence that is refraining it
from providing any more details,
many farm leaders have expressed
doubts on farmers' interests hav-
ing really been protected. The
Samyukt Kisan Morcha (SKM)
that led the iconic farmers’ protest
around New Delhi in 2020-21, has
warned that reducing import
duties to zero will bring a flood of
cheaper imports, and it has threat-
ened fresh protests beginning Feb-
ruary 12. Farmer leaders say the
proposed protests would be on the

Opening of Indias vast
market for cheap and
highly subsidised
agricultural produce
will severely hit farm
livelihoods.

lines of the 2020-21 protests.

What infuriates the farming
community is that while Budget
2026 has remained largely silent
on measures that are needed to
prop up farm incomes, there has
not been any farmers' consulta-
tion on where to draw the red line
in protecting the farm sector
which is reeling in crisis.

Further, the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD), the richest trad-
ing bloc, has in its latest report,
estimated that Indian farmers had
suffered a cumulative loss of Rs
111 lakh crore between 2000-01
and 2024-25 and that it would be
difficult for farmers to sustain
another strong blow. "It will not
only be a big blow. It will be like a
sledge-hammer striking a hapless
farming community,’ warns Har-
ish Chauhan, president of apple
growers in Himachal Pradesh.

The free trade agreements (FTAs)

Zealand have already provided
unprecedented market access for
apples, as a result of which the
apple industry in the hill states
fears being systematically wiped
out, he has lamented.

Apples, cotton examples of slump
If US apple imports are allowed at
zero duty, their apple economy will
face ruin, he warns. Already cotton
growers, soy producers and onion
farmers have been reeling under
depressed prices and the zero duty
imports will force farmers to aban-
don these crops in view of any fur-
ther slump expected in market
prices from cheaper imports.
Although Trump talks of $500 bil-
lion worth of US exports per year —
that includes energy, technology,
coal and agriculture — some ana-
lysts believe that the exports will
probably be around $100
billion a year spread over
five years. It does not,
however, mean that the
entire export basket from
the US will comprise
agricultural  produce,
dairy and allied sectors.
In some commodities,
like cotton, puls-
es and onions,
reports say a quo-
ta access will be
provided. Never-
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MAJORITY: Nearly two-thirds of the total workers are employed in the rural economy. AN

Development cannot
bypass the farm sector

RANJIT SINGH GHUMAN

PROFESSOR OF EMINENCE,
GNDU, AMRITSAR

KSIT BHARAT has

become the buzzword in

India for quite some time,

with the government

promising to achieve it by 2047.

Underlining the slogan in her ninth

Budget speech, Finance Minister

Nirmala Sitharaman highlighted

the government's ‘'sankalp' of

focussing on the poor, underprivi-

leged and disadvantaged
people.

To deliver on this prom-
ise, she said the govern-
ment was inspired by
three 'kartavyas’ — accel-
erate and sustain econom-
ic growth; fulfil people's
aspirations; and ensure
access to basic
services for all.
This is akin to
'sab ka saath, sab
ka vikas' or inclu-

theless,  what sive, faster and
cannot be FARM MATTERS sustainable devel-
ignored is the opment.

warning  that The pathway to
importing food is like importing the three-pronged 'sankalp' goes
unemployment. through the balanced and diversi-

Take the case of cotton. The
removal of the 11% tariff on cot-
ton import between September
and December 2025 had brought
an influx of cheaper cotton, as a
result of which the domestic
prices fell. While the textile
industry rejoiced at the low
prices, farmers suffered. In three
months, imports surged by 3 mil-
lion bales and prices dropped by
Rs 1,000-1,500 per quintal.

Moreover, since the non-tariff
barriers have to be removed, and
India already has a few hundred of
these, how will India protect con-
sumers from the US milk imports
that are reported to be coming
along with non-vegetarian content.

The new trade regime that
Trump is forcing down the throat
of developing countries — and is
even eyeing the EU — violates
World Trade Organisation (WTO)
norms. What the US failed to
achieve ever since the WTO was
created in 1995, it is now manag-
ing to hammer. With countries
bowing to pressure, a new world
order is emerging. How long the
dictum 'might is right' will prevail,

fied development of agriculture and
rural economy as a large majority of
the population lives in villages. Agri-
culture continues to be their main-
stay of employment, income and
livelihood. Estimates indicate that
by 2050, more than half the popula-
tion would be still living in villages.

Besides providing direct employ-
ment to 46% of the workforce, agri-
culture provides indirect employ-
ment to a sizeable number of
workers engaged in industries and
activities using agricultural produce
as inputs. Similarly, there are a good
number of industries and business
activities whose output is being
used in agricultural operations. The
workforce engaged in agriculture
and the population dependent
thereon provides market for the
products of numerous industries
and business activities. Agriculture
also provides the much-needed food
security to the country.

Rural economy lagging behind

The economic position of the huge
workforce engaged in agriculture
and rural economy would continue
to wield a significant influence on

and, in turn, on the income and
employment in the non-farm sec-
tors. That is, higher income in the
farm sector and rural economy
would have a higher multiplier
effect on the non-farm income and,
thereby, on the overall growth rate
of the economy. Evidently, there
are strong backward and forward
linkages between the farm and
non-farm sectors.

Ironically, a very high proportion
of the agricultural workforce is
either underemployed or in dis-
guised unemployment, and agri-
culture is pushing them out. How-
ever, the system and policymakers
have no mechanism to address this
challenge. The problem gets worse
as the non-farm sector is not capa-
ble of generating enough employ-
ment for the surplus workforce in
agriculture, mainly because of job-
less growth.

Consequently, agriculture and
rural economy are lagging behind

Higher farm incomes
have a strong multiplier
effect on non-farm
sectors and, thereby, on
the overall growth rate
of the economy.

the non-farm sectors in terms of
per worker productivity and per
capita income. Currently, the
share of agriculture in gross
domestic product (GDP) is merely
15%, which means that 46% of the
agricultural workforce accounts
for only 15% of the GDP.

The average per capita annual
income (PCI) of agricultural house-
holds in 2023-24 was Rs 35,940 while
the national PCI was Rs 1,84,205.
Clearly, there is a huge disparity
between the national PCI and the
PCI of agricultural households.

Leaving aside the large farmers
(8.38 lakh of the 14.65 crore opera-
tional landholdings, as per the
2015 Agriculture Census), the PCI
of all other farmers is much lower
than the national PCI. Significant-
ly, marginal and small farmers
(86% of the total) do not have ade-
quate income to even move above
the poverty line.

This calls for supplementing of
farm income with non-farm income,

al diversification in rural economy.

Nearly two-thirds of the total work-
ers are employed in the rural econo-
my, but they account for amuch low-
er share in the country's GDP. The
disparity in the per worker produc-
tivity between urban and rural work-
ersranged from 3-fold to 3.5-fold dur-
ing 1970-71 and 2011-12.

In the absence of comparable data
for the later period, it is difficult to
say whether this gap has increased
or decreased, but the disparity is cer-
tainly very high. The rural areas, in
general, lag behind urban areas in
terms of social and infrastructure
development. Theliteracy rate of the
rural populationis also far below that
of the urban population.

Develop non-farm sector
Clearly, boosting agriculture and
rural economy is essential for India
to become 'Viksit Bharat. It
requires the development of the
rural non-farm sector and the con-
sequent generation of employ-
ment for the surplus agri-work-
force. This is possible by raising
the budgetary allocation to agricul-
ture and rural development.

However, the allocation to agricul-
ture since 1990-91 has been oscillat-
ing between 2 and 4% and that of
rural development from 3 to 6%.
Clearly, the allocations to agricul-
ture and rural development are too
low in comparison to their share in
employment and income.

Gross capital formation (GCF) is
the other determinant of growth and
development. Here, too, the GCF in
agriculture is farless than the GCF'in
the economy. In the last about 20
years, barring a couple of years, the
GCF in the economy has ranged
from 30% to 37% of the gross value
added (GVA) of the economy. Howev-
er, the GCF in agriculture has been
hovering in the range of 2-3% of the
economy's GVA. The share of public
GCF in agriculture has remained at
0.4% of the economy's GVA.

Besides, the share of agriculture
in the total GCF of the economy has
also been very low (7-8%) during
the last about 25 years as compared
to the 1970s and 1980s, when it was
more than 14%. Significantly, the
share of the public sector's GCF in
agriculture was quite high in the
1970s and 1980s, but thereafter, it
has been around 4-7%.

Mahatma Gandhi's observation
that "India lives in villages"is still rel-
evant. In 1946, Jawaharlal Nehru had
said, "Everything else can wait, but
not agriculture."

Itis, thus, clear that along with non-
farm development, the development
of agriculture and rural economy is
essential for India to become a devel-
oped economy. The government
should give high priority to agri sec-
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Indian Commerce
Minister clarifies

India-US trade

agreement

hen US President Donald Trump

announced that a trade understanding had

been reached between India and the United

States, and that the total tariffs imposed on

India would be reduced from 50 percent to
18 percent, along with the condition that India would not
buy oil from Russia, it sparked an uproar both inside and
outside the Indian Parliament. Opposition parties questio-
ned why a joint statement on the agreement had not been
released and why Trump was speaking alone, and why India
had not yet clarified its position. The opposition even alle-
ged that India had compromised its agricultural interests
by entering into a trade agreement with the US. However,
Union Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal, on behalf of the
Indian government, issued a clear statement regarding the
trade deal, addressing all the questions. Emphasizing that
national and commercial interests were paramount, Piyush
Goyal stated that a deal had been reached, but representa-
tives from India and the US were currently finalizing the
details. A joint statement would be issued accordingly. He
also clarified that there had been no compromise on the
interests of the agriculture and dairy sectors. The interests
of our farmers are paramount. The Trump administration
is working on formalizing the trade agreement in writing.
Piyush Goyal also said that the formalities are in the final
stages, and the final statement will be released very soon
after the completion of the final agreement and technical
procedures. This trade agreement will bring many bene-
fits to our country, including increased exports, technology
transfer, expansion of global supply chains, creation of milli-
ons of jobs, and new investments in labor-intensive sectors.
In addition to agriculture and dairy, the fisheries sector has
also been kept open. This will provide incentives in the fis-
heries sector and create new employment opportunities for
the poor, farmers, and youth. Regarding the opposition, he
said that they should not diminish the importance of this
deal with their negative thinking. According to the agree-
ment, while the US will increase its purchases from India
in sectors ranging from textiles to pharmaceuticals, India
will buy petroleum, defense equipment, electronics and tele-
communications products, and aircraft from the US. This
will lead to increased trade between India and the US. Even
if it doesn't reach the declared level of $500 billion, it will
gradually increase. This will reduce the depreciation of the
rupee against the dollar. The question arises: why is Trump
the one providing all the information, especially regarding
India's oil purchases? Goyal responded that since Trump
imposed the sanctions, it is only natural that he would also
provide the clarification regarding their removal. Mean-
while, information has come from Russia that it has not
received any message from India regarding stopping oil
purchases. The Russian government spokesperson said
that Russia will maintain its relations with India. This is
also a correct approach.Trade experts say that along with
trade deals with Europe and America, India should also
maintain its trade relations with Russia because Russia
has stood by India in every difficult time. Statistics show
that until 2025, India was buying 2 million barrels of crude
oil per day from Russia. In December, this decreased to
1.21 million barrels per day. Now in January, it is 1.1 million
barrels per day. Earlier, India was the second largest buyer
of oil from Russia, but this position has now declined. The
clear statement from the Commerce Minister on the trade
deal dispels the confusion and presents a bright picture of
Indian foreign trade to the public.

Abhishek Vij

The crisis of toxic soil
in Punjab

recent report from the Indian government's

Ministry of Chemicals and Fertilizers has pre-

sented another threat to Punjab. The crisis

is that while Punjab is the country's largest

agricultural producer and food grain supplier,
it now has to fight to save its soil from becoming toxic.
The report indicates that 23 districts of Punjab are among
the 100 districts in the country where the consumption
of chemical fertilizers is highest, a consequence of the
so-called Green Revolution.It's worth remembering that
Punjab was the pioneer of the first Green Revolution. The
experiment involved using chemical fertilizers to maximize
crop productivity in Punjab. However, the excessive use
of chemical fertilizers in every crop led to serious environ-
mental and health problems, and the soil in Punjab became
so toxic that its devastating impact on the health of the
Malwa region of Punjab is well-known.This latest report
further reinforces these concerns. The report states that
Sangrur district has the highest consumption of chemical
fertilizers in the entire country. Among these 100 dis-
tricts, the first and the last districts are also from Punjab.
The last district is Barnala, the second is Ludhiana, the
fourth is Patiala, and the seventh is Bathinda. Agricultural
scientists have warned that if this indiscriminate use of
chemical fertilizers is not curbed, the soil in Punjab will
become extremely toxic and lose its productivity within
the next ten years.Recognizing this danger, the PM PRA-
NAM scheme was launched, and extensive campaigns
were conducted to encourage the adoption of organic far-
ming instead of chemical fertilizers. Farmers across the
country are being encouraged to adopt nano-urea, organic
fertilizers, and natural farming methods. Now, alarmed
by this report, the agriculture department has instructed
the district magistrates to ensure that farmers only adopt
new farming practices according to the standards set by
Punjab Agricultural University and that they do not blindly
pursue increased productivity. It is also true that in recent
years, Punjabi farmers had moved away from using organic
fertilizers, cow dung manure, compost, and green manure
in the name of convenience.
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The power of sound, breath,
and sacred speech
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The Inner Realm

n a pathbreaking experiment,
(Kox et al., 2014, Proceedings
of the National Academy of
Sciences (PNAS)), healthy
volunteers were trained in
intensive breathing techniques. The
participants were then subjected
to an intravenous administration of
lipopolysaccharide (LPS), a bacte-
rial endotoxin that reliably triggers
flu-like symptoms and systemic
inflammation in humans. The peo-
ple trained in breathing techniques
demonstrated a dramatically
reduced inflammatory response
compared with the untrained con-
trol group. They did not develop
the flu as against others who did.
SIMILAR BREATHING TRADI-
TIONS ACROSS CULTURES
Breathing is intimately linked
with mental functions. In the mil-
lenary eastern tradition, the act
of breathing is an essential aspect
of most meditative practices, and
it is considered a crucial factor
for reaching the meditative state
of consciousness, or “Samadhi”
(Patanjali, Yoga Sutras). The breath
is also called “Prana,” which means
both “breath” and “energy” (i.e.,
the conscious field that permeates
the whole universe). “Prana-Yama”
(literally, “the stop/control,” but also
“the rising/expansion of breath”) is
a set of breathing techniques that
aims at directly and consciously
regulating one or more parameters
of respiration (e.g., frequency, deep-
ness, inspiration/expiration ratio).
Pranayama is primarily related
to yoga practice, but it is also part
of several meditative practices
(Jerath et al., 2006).
Across civilizations that never met,
a striking convergence emerges:
sound and breath were treated not
as passive biological functions,
but as instruments for transfor-
ming consciousness. Long before
neuroscience could map neural oscil-
lations or physiology could measure
respiratory coherence, spiritual
traditions intuited that vibration
carried through voice and breath
has the power to alter attention,
emotion, and the experience of self.
The Chandogya Upanishad pre-
sents vibration and energy as a
metaphysical foundation of reality,
declaring Om to be the essence of
all speech and existence (Chan-
dogya Upanishad 2.23.3), although
this also has to be understood sym-
bolically and not literally. The Gospel
of John situates creation itself in the

‘ The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step..

Word, Logos; suggesting a symbolic
representation of the infinite cre-
ative power (John I:1). In Islamic
mysticism, divine creative power is
condensed into the command “Kun”
i.e “Be” through which existence
unfolds.

In the Rig Veda, speech is portrayed
as sacred force, capable of both illu-
mination and destruction. Across
Hindu mantra, Buddhist chanting,
Gregorian psalmody, Sufi zikr, Taoist
incantation, and Indigenous song
traditions, the same civilizational
intuition persists: sound and speech
are not merely expressive as lan-
guage. They contain the power to
alter consciousness, power to heal.

MODERN SCIENCE AND
SOUND

Modern science suggests that sound
is an energy, a vibration propagating
through matter. When sound enters
the ear, it is converted into electrical
signals that synchronize neural acti-
vity across cortical and subcortical
regions. The brain itself operates
rhythmically; cognition, memory,
and emotional regulation depend on
oscillatory neural patterns (Buzsaki,
2006).

External rhythm, through chant,
music, or mantra can entrain these
internal oscillations, subtly reshaping
perception and mental state.
This is why sacred sound traditions
across cultures converge on repeti-
tion. Repetition stabilizes attention,

Sound and speech are
not merely expressive as
language. They contain
the power to alter
consciousness, power to

heal.

quiets intrusive thought, and produ-
ces measurable shifts in autonomic
nervous system activity. Studies
on mantra chanting and rhythmic
prayer demonstrate reductions in
stress markers, improved heart rate
variability, and increased parasym-
pathetic activation associated with
calm and emotional regulation
(Bernardi et al., 2001; Porges, 2011).
Functional neuroimaging studies of
prolonged chanting of Om/ Waheg-
uru etc show decreased activation
in limbic regions linked to fear and
arousal, alongside increased cohe-
rence in attentional networks
(Kalyani et al., 2011).
BREATHING TRADIONS AND
SCIENCE

Yet sound rarely acts alone. In many
traditions, sound is inseparable from
breath. Civilizations independently
discovered that breath alters cons-
ciousness. In Indian pranayama,

breath is cultivated to influence
prana, the animating life force des-
cribed in yogic physiology. Tibetan
Tummo breathing combined visua-
lization and respiratory discipline to
generate heat and resilience under
extreme cold. Sufi mystics developed
rhythmic breathing integrated with
divine remembrance, allowing breath
itself to become prayer. Warrior tra-
ditions, from Japanese martial arts
to Greco-Roman combat disciplines,
trained breath control to stabilize
fear, sharpen attention, and enhance
endurance.
Modern respiratory neuroscience
now clarifies that rhythm directly
influences vagal tone and heart rate
variability, key markers of emotional
regulation and stress resilience (Por-
ges, 2011). Slow, controlled breathing
modulates activity in the limbic
system, including the amygdala,
reducing anxiety and improving
attentional control.
By consciously regulating breath,
individuals gain indirect influence
over systems that govern fear,
arousal, and emotional reactivity.
What spiritual traditions called
disciplining the life force, science
increasingly recognizes as regu-
lating autonomic and cortical
dynamics.
Sound and breath thus operate as
intertwined technologies of cons-
clousness.
Studies on rhythmic vocalization
and chanting demonstrate shifts
in subjective state, attention, and
emotional processing, alongside
measurable changes in neural cohe-
rence (Neher, 1961; Maxfield, 1990).
Beyond individual neurobiology,
sacred sound and breath historically
functioned as social instruments.
HEALING THROUGH CHANTS
Anthropological research on
Indigenous healing and ritual tradi-
tions—from Shipibo medicine songs
in the Amazon to Diné ceremonial
chants in North America—shows
that collective chanting synchro-
nizes breathing, movement, and
emotional tone among participants.
This synchrony fosters bonding,
trust, and shared identity, reinfor-
cing communal resilience (McNeill,
1995). Experimental studies in social
neuroscience confirm that synchro-
nized movement and vocalization
increase pain thresholds and social
bonding, likely mediated by endogen-
ous opioid release (Tarr, Launay &
Dunbar, 2014).
The Buddha’s teaching on Right
Speech links verbal discipline to
mental purification (Majjhima
Nikaya 41). The Bhagavad Gita des-
cribes disciplined speech as truthful,
beneficial, non-harmful, and self-con-
trolled (Bhagavad Gita 17:15). The
Qur’an emphasizes accountabi-
lity for every spoken word (Qur’an
50:18). Across cultures, speech is
treated as an ethical force because
it shapes thought, relationships, and
inner narrative.
Contemporary psychology affirms
this insight. Repeated verbal framing

- THOUGHT OF THE DAY ;

-LaoTzu

influences cognitive schemas, emo-
tional interpretation, and memory
encoding, gradually shaping perso-
nality and worldview (Beck, 2011).
Internal dialogue, like external
speech, becomes a form of silent
mantra, either reinforcing fear or
cultivating clarity. Sacred speech
traditions recognized early that
what we repeatedly say, we even-
tually become.

Rumi’s words echo this sensibility:
“The universe is not outside of
you. Look inside yourself; every-
thing that you want, you already
are.”

Yet this power carries ethical risk.
The same mechanisms that allow
chant to heal can be used to manipu-
late. Propaganda, cult indoctrination,
and extremist rhetoric exploit rhy-
thm, repetition, and emotional
priming to shape belief and suppress
critical thought. Sacred traditions
often recognized this danger, embed-
ding speech discipline within moral
frameworks. Sound can liberate, but
it can also bind.

In contemporary life, constant noti-
fications, algorithmic outrage, and
performative speech overstimulate
the nervous system while eroding
coherence. We inhale rapidly, speak
reactively, and rarely pause long
enough to feel the rhythm of our
own breath. The result is a culture
of cognitive turbulence.

What, then, can a modern reader
practice, without adopting reli-
gious identity or appropriating
sacred ritual?

A grounded, universal exercise lies
in coordinated breath and vocal reso-
nance.

Set aside ten minutes in a quiet
space. Sit upright with a relaxed
posture. Begin by inhaling slowly
through the nose and exhaling gently
through the mouth, allowing the
breath to lengthen naturally. Rese-
arch on slow breathing demonstrates
that extended exhalation increases
vagal tone and promotes autonomic
balance (Porges, 2011).

Then introduce a simple sound on
each exhale—such as ‘Om’ or Waheg-
uru or Ram (from Divine scriptures-not
man-made) letting the vibration
resonate in the chest and throat.
Maintain a steady gentle rhythm.
As you continue, observe your inter-
nal dialogue. Notice how the cadence
of breath and sound influences the
tempo of thought. Over time, this
practice cultivates awareness that
the voice and breath are not merely
biological functions, but instruments
for shaping inner experience.

Long before laboratories could
measure neural rhythms or heart
rate variability, humanity discove-
red that sacred sound and conscious
breathing could reorder awareness.
Modern science has not dismantled
this insight; it has begun to illumi-
nate its mechanisms. The ancient
science of vibration now stands as an
early chapter in the ongoing study of
consciousness.

The growth of urban vertical farming in India

ndia is witnessing a quiet

revolution in agriculture

as urban vertical far-

ming gains momentum in

metropolitan cities. Verti-
cal farming involves cultivating
crops in stacked layers using con-
trolled-environment agriculture
(CEA) technology, which optimi-
zes plant growth while minimizing
land and water usage. With rapid
urbanization, shrinking arable
land, and growing demand for
fresh produce, vertical farming
offers a sustainable and efficient
solution to food security challen-
ges. Startups and corporations
are increasingly investing in ver-
tical farms across cities such as
Bengaluru, Mumbai, and Delhi,
producing vegetables, herbs,
and leafy greens for urban con-
sumers.Urban vertical farming

addresses multiple challenges
faced by conventional agriculture.
India loses a significant portion of
agricultural produce to inefficien-
cies in storage, transportation,
and pest management. Vertical
farms reduce these losses by
enabling year-round cultivation
in controlled environments, free
from unpredictable weather
conditions. The technique also
conserves water through hydro-
ponics or aeroponics, using up
to 90% less water compared to
traditional soil-based farming.
Additionally, vertical farms
require significantly less land,
making them suitable for den-
sely populated urban areas where
space is limited.

Technological innovations are
central to the success of verti-
cal farms. Automated climate
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control, LED lighting, nutrient
monitoring, and IoT-based
systems allow farmers to opti-
mize crop yields and reduce labor
costs. By controlling tempera-
ture, humidity, and light, vertical
farms can produce crops with
consistent quality and higher
nutrient content. Smart farming
technologies also enable data-dri-
ven decisions, predicting growth
cycles and adjusting inputs to
maximize efficiency. The inte-
gration of renewable energy

sources, such as solar panels,
further reduces the environmen-
tal impact of these farms, aligning
with India’s sustainability goals.
Economic considerations play a
key role in the growth of vertical
farming. Although initial setup
costs are high, long-term benefits
include reduced transportation
costs, minimal pesticide use,
and higher crop yields. Consu-
mers are increasingly willing to
pay a premium for fresh, locally
grown, chemical-free produce.
The sector is also generating
employment opportunities in
technology, logistics, and farm
management. Government initia-
tives like the National Agriculture
Market (e-NAM) and support for
agri-tech startups further encou-
rage investment in urban farming
solutions.
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Enabling innovation without dependency:
India’s approach to Al compute access

Sushil Pal
Joint Secretary, Ministry of
Electronics & Information
Technology

rtificial intelligence
has the potential to
be one of the most
transformative forces
of our time driving
economic growth, improving
public services, and accelera-
ting solutions to complex global
challenges. From enabling early
disease detection and precision
agriculture to strengthening
disaster preparedness, climate
modelling, and welfare delivery
at scale, Al is already resha-
ping how societies function.
As with earlier technological
revolutions, however, it is also
redefining competitive advan-
tage, often shaped by access to
critical resources.
Today, these differences are
increasingly geographic,

with uneven access to com-
pute, data, and infrastructure
influencing who can innovate
at scale. India’s response has
been clear and constructive.
Through the IndiaAl Mission,
India is working to democra-
tise access to Al capabilities
by treating compute, data, and
models as digital public ena-
blers rather than concentrated
assets. By building open and
scalable digital infrastructure,
India aims to ensure that Al
advances inclusion, supports
sovereign innovation, and
delivers shared progress.

This approach is underpinned
by a comprehensive, end-
to-end vision. At the World
Economic Forum in Davos,
Hon’ble Union Minister Shri
Ashwini Vaishnaw spoke about
India’s five-layer Al framework,
recognising that meaningful
Al deployment requires coor-
dinated progress across the
energy layer, compute and
infrastructure, chips and hard-
ware, models, and applications.
Anchoring Al development in
reliable energy systems and
domestic compute capacity
ensures resilience, while invest-
ments in chips, models, and

applications enable innovation
that is scalable, secure, and
aligned with national priorities.
Together, these layers form the

Today, these
differences are
increasingly
geographic, with
uneven access to
compute, data,
and infrastructure
influencing who can
innovate at scale.

foundation of India’s Al ecosy-
stem, linking policy ambition
with operational readiness.

What distinguishes India’s
approach is its architecture
of access. India has created
a common compute platform
where 38,000 GPUs are acces-
sible through a unified portal at

an affordable rate of INR 65 per
hour compared to the global
cost of $2.5 to $3 per hour. The
government, under the IndiaAl
Mission, now offers 100% sub-
sidies for foundational model
training and 40% subsidies for
inference workloads, ensuring
that cost does not become a
barrier to innovation. This
transforms compute from a
commodity into an enabler,
allowing domestic startups
like Sarvam Al, Soket Al, and
Gnani Al to build indigenous
large language models without
the capital intensity that typi-
cally favors Big Tech.

Building indigenous large
and small language models
(LLMs and SLMs) is central
to India’s broader objective
of algorithmic sovereignty.
India’s sovereign AI model
expected to be unveiled at
the India Al Impact Summit
(16-20 February 2026) is being
trained on Indian datasets
and hosted on domestic infra-
structure. By grounding these
models in India’s linguistic and
cultural diversity, the effort
also seeks to reduce bias and
ensure Al systems are more
representative, and inclu-

sive in nature. This approach
ensures that data residency,
model behaviour, and gover-
nance frameworks remain
aligned with national priori-
ties, citizen rights, and India’s
constitutional values. It reflects
a comprehensive strategy for
technological self-reliance and
strategic autonomy along with
the capacity to collaborate glo-
bally while retaining control
over critical digital systems.

The India AI Impact Sum-
mit will shift the global Al
conversation from abstract
safety debates to measu-
rable impact. Its seven
thematic pillars; democratizing
Al resources, enabling inclu-
sive development, harnessing
Al for planetary resilience,
ensuring trustworthy systems,
developing contextual multi-
lingual Al, empowering Global
South voices, and bridging the
Al divide, directly address the
dependencies that have histo-
rically constrained developing
nations.India’s approach offers
a replicable case study for
the Global South. For regions
facing constraints ranging
from infrastructure gaps to
large informal economies it

demonstrates how openness
and innovation can be balanced
with sovereignty. Rather than
prescribing a single model,
India’s experience illustrates
how nations can build Al eco-
systems that are aligned with
local realities while remaining
globally interoperable.India’s
sovereign Al models, being
developed as open-source
resources, are designed for
adaptation across diverse
contexts. Countries can draw
lessons from this approach
adapting model architectures,
governance frameworks, and
capacity-building strategies
to suit their own linguistic,
cultural, and developmental
priorities. The emphasis is
on ecosystem-building, where
shared standards, open tools,
and collaborative learning
accelerate impact without
creating new dependencies.
As Al becomes increasingly
central to economic com-
petitiveness and national
resilience, the question is no
longer whether developing
nations should invest in Al
capabilities, but how they
do so responsibly and sus-
tainably.

India’s space ambitions

ndia’s space program
has evolved from modest
beginnings to global
recognition, marked by
ambitious missions and
scientific breakthroughs. The
Indian Space Research Orga-
nisation (ISRO), established in
1969, has successfully undertaken
projects ranging from satel-
lite launches to interplanetary
exploration. Landmark missions
such as Chandrayaan-1, Manga-
lyaan (Mars Orbiter Mission),
and Chandrayaan-2 have placed
India on the international space
map, demonstrating technologi-
cal expertise, cost-effectiveness,
and scientific innovation. The
next frontier for India is human
spaceflight through the Gagany-
aan mission, which aims to send
Indian astronauts into low Earth
orbit, showecasing India’s growing
capabilities in manned space
exploration.
ISRO’s approach has combined
ingenuity with budget-conscious
strategies. The Mars Orbiter Mis-
sion (Mangalyaan), launched in
2013, became the first interplane-
tary mission by an Asian country
and one of the most cost-efficient
globally, costing just over $74 mil-
lion. Chandrayaan-1 discovered
water molecules on the Moon,
while Chandrayaan-2’s orbi-
ter continues to relay scientific

nerships.

Mental health cha.

lenges among

data despite the lander’s crash.
These missions highlight India’s
focus on both scientific disco-
very and strategic technological
advancement, including satellite
development for communication,
weather monitoring, agriculture,
navigation, and defense.

The Gaganyaan program repre-
sents a significant leap forward.
Scheduled for launch in the near
future, it will carry a crew of
Indian astronauts to space for a
week-long mission. The program
involves extensive preparation,
including astronaut selection and
training in Russia, development
of crew modules, life support
systems, and advanced safety
protocols. Gaganyaan is expec-
ted to boost research in space
medicine, human physiology in
microgravity, and long-duration
spaceflight. It also strengthens
India’s position in the global
space arena, opening avenues
for international collaboration
and potential commercial part-

Beyond scientific achieve-
ments, India’s space program
has significant socio-economic
implications. Satellite-based
technologies enable disaster
management, agricultural plan-
ning, telecommunication, and
internet connectivity in remote
regions. Programs like NavIC,
India’s indigenous navigation
system, provide critical infra-
structure for transportation,
defense, and civilian use. ISRO’s
satellite launches for foreign
countries have generated revenue
and enhanced India’s reputation
as a reliable, cost-effective launch
service provider. Space research
also drives technological spin-
offs, stimulating innovation in
electronics, robotics, materials
science, and renewable energy.
Challenges for India’s space
ambitions remain substantial.
Human spaceflight requires
rigorous safety standards, advan-
ced life support systems, and
reliable launch vehicles. Fun-
ding constraints, dependence on
imported technology for critical
components, and the need to
attract and retain highly skilled
talent are ongoing concerns.
Climate and atmospheric con-
ditions, satellite congestion, and
space debris management also
pose operational challenges.

Indian university students

ental health issues
among university stu-
dents in India have
become increasingly
prominent in recent
years. Academic pressure, social
expectations, career uncertainty, and
personal challenges create a high-stress
environment that affects students’ psy-
chological well-being. Surveys indicate
that nearly 40% of college students in
India experience symptoms of anxiety,
depression, or stress, yet access to
mental health support remains limi-
ted. Cultural stigma, lack of awareness,
and insufficient counseling facilities
exacerbate the problem, often leaving
students to cope with their struggles
silently.
The causes of mental health challenges
are multifaceted. Academic stress is a
primary factor, as students strive to
meet high expectations from family and
institutions. Competitive exams, heavy
coursework, and pressure to secure
lucrative employment contribute to
anxiety and burnout. Social pressures,
including adapting to new environ-
ments, maintaining relationships, and
navigating social media, also impact
mental health. In addition, financial
stress can significantly affect students
from lower-income backgrounds who
balance studies with part-time work
or debt. Universities across India are
beginning to recognize the importance

of mental health support. Counseling
centers, helplines, and peer support
groups are gradually becoming more
common. For example, institutions
like Jawaharlal Nehru University,
Delhi University, and Tata Institute of
Social Sciences have established men-
tal health programs and workshops.
Online platforms offering teletherapy
and mental health resources are also
expanding access, especially for stu-
dents in remote areas. Moreover, social
media campaigns and awareness pro-
grams are challenging stigma and
encouraging students to seek help.
Despite progress, challenges persist.
Many universities still lack trained
counselors, and cultural stigma pre-
vents students from openly discussing
mental health issues. Students may
fear academic or social repercussions if
they admit to struggling, which delays
intervention and treatment. Limited
funding and prioritization of mental
health infrastructure further hinder
the development of comprehensive sup-
port systems.

The dignity of soil and the penance of water: Shaping India’s ‘green future’

Umashankar Pandey
Padma Shri awardee and a
renowned Jal Yoddha/Water
Warrior

ndian agriculture
stands at a historic
crossroads. For deca-
des, our narrative was
one of triumph—trans-
forming from a food-deficient
nation to one of the world’s
largest agricultural produ-
cers and exporters. This
“Green Revolution” was fue-
led by hard work, improved
seed varieties, expanded irri-
gation, and a heavy reliance
on chemical fertilizers.
However, as I run the soil
of Jakhni (Banda, Uttar
Pradesh) through my fin-
gers today, the warnings of
experts echo in my mind.
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The chemical “crutches”
that once accelerated our
progress have deeply woun-
ded our soil and depleted our
groundwater.
The Silent Crisis: Erosion of
Our ‘Silent Wealth’
Soil is not mere dirt; it is the
nation’s “Silent Wealth,” the
very foundation of our entire
food system. Yet, the indis-
criminate use of nitrogenous
fertilizers like Urea has hol-
lowed out this treasure. Our
fields are no longer just defi-
cient in primary nutrients;
they are starved of organic
carbon, secondary nutrients
like Sulphur, and vital micro-
nutrients such as Zinc
and Boron. The result is a
worrying trend where soil
fertility is declining and crop
yields have hit a plateau.
To counter this, we must
adopt the ‘4R’ Stewardship
philosophy:
¢ RIGHT SOURCE: Using the
correct nutrient type.
¢ RiGHT DoOSE: Applying the
exact amount required.
¢ RiGHT TiME: Feeding the

crop when it needs it most.
¢ RiGHT PLACE: Ensuring
nutrients reach the roots,
not the environment.
¢ THE JAKHNI MODEL: ‘Med
Par Ped’ (T'rees on Bunds)
My journey began in Jakhni,
a village in the drought-
prone Bundelkhand region.
In 2005, without govern-
ment aid or formal schemes
to stop soil erosion, we tur-
ned to community solidarity.
We launched the “Khet Par
Med, Med Par Ped” (Bunds
on fields, Trees on bunds)
campaign. Our goal was sim-
ple: catch every drop of rain
where it falls and recharge
the earth’s aquifers.
Today, the ‘Jakhni Model’ is
recognized by Niti Aayog.
In districts like Banda and
Chitrakoot—where water
once had to be delivered by
trains during summers—we
have seen groundwater levels
rise by up to 1.34 meters due
to bunding. While we have
made strides in water con-
servation, a fear remains: if
we save the water but lose

the soil to chemical toxi-
city, our efforts will be in
vain. The synergy of water
conservation with organic
and natural farming is the
ultimate “win-win” for the
Indian farmer.

Integrated Nutrition:
Merging Tradition with
Tech
The future of farming lies in
Integrated Nutrient Manage-
ment (INM). This does not
mean abandoning fertilizers
entirely, but balancing them
with organic manure, bio-fer-
tilizers, and micro-nutrients.
The government is facili-
tating this shift through

strategic policy changes:
Subsidies for Organics:
Fermented Organic Manure
(FOM) and Potash derived
from Molasses (PDM) are
now under the fertilizer sub-
sidy framework to boost soil
organic carbon.
Data-Driven Farming: The
Soil Health Card (SHC) is
evolving from a mere docu-
ment into a digital guide for
farmers. Plans are underway

epaper.thesaveratimes.in

to link SHC data with Direct
Benefit Transfer (DB'T)
to provide personalized,
field-specific nutrient advice.
One-Stop Hubs: PM
Kisan Samriddhi Kendras
(PMKSKs) are being esta-
blished as village-level hubs
providing quality inputs,
diagnostic services, and
expert advisory under one
roof.

The Nano-Revolution and

Policy Reform

India is emerging as a global
leader in Nano-fertilizers.
Products like Nano Urea
and liquid bio-fertilizers sig-
nificantly reduce waste while
enhancing productivity.
Schemes like PM-PRANAM
incentivize states to reduce
chemical fertilizer use and
reinvest the saved subsidy
into alternative nutrients.
Furthermore, the integration
of drones is turning the dream
of “precision farming” into a
reality by ensuring targeted
application of inputs. Howe-
ver, the path forward requires
addressing the subsidy imba-

lance that currently favors
Urea, leading to nutrient
misalignment. We also need
a clear regulatory framework
for Organo-Mineral Fertili-
zers (OMFs) to combine the
benefits of mineral nutrients
with organic matter.

A Resilient Path to 2026
As we stand at the threshold
of 2026, dreaming of a Viksit
Bharat (Developed India), we
must realize that the road to
that future runs through the
bunds of our fields. The inte-
gration of 4R Stewardship,
nano-innovations, and preci-
sion technologies represents
more than just a change in
farming technique; it is a
decisive strategy for buil-
ding a resilient, efficient, and
future-ready agricultural
ecosystem. Success requires
a seamless trifecta of coopera-
tion between the government,
the industry, and the farmer.
By prioritizing soil health
today, we are not just far-
ming; we are securing the
food sovereignty of future
generations.
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Intent and outcome

India must match its climate ambitions
with higher allocations

U nion Budgets began reflecting greater cli-

mate concerns from 2021, in the thick of

the COVID-19 pandemic, with a modest
4,500 crore to localise solar photovoltaic pro-
duction and to reduce India’s dependence on
Chinese imports. But there has been a cautious,
disjointed approach to the scale and allocations.
While five broad sectors (cement, steel, alumini-
um and fertilizers; decentralised solar power;
greening irrigation pump sets; green hydrogen;
and nuclear energy) received attention in Budget
2026-27, the most prominent announcement was
the proposed five-year outlay of 320,000 crore
for Carbon Capture, Utilisation and Storage
(CCUS). This is a modest provision for a suite of
costly and complex technologies. The allocation
signals that India is entering a pilot and demon-
stration phase, rather than embarking on imme-
diate industrial deployment. While operational
examples exist in Norway, Canada and the U.S.,
scaling CCUS has proven expensive and uneven.
The technology is primarily relevant to sectors
where emissions are embedded in the produc-
tion process. The EU’s Carbon Border Adjust-
ment Mechanism (CBAM) will impose carbon
costs on imports of high-emission products, so
for India, decarbonising industrial production is
no longer only a climate imperative. It is now a
question of export competitiveness, particularly
for steel and aluminium, which form the bulk of
India’s CBAM-exposed exports to the EU.

The Budget also substantially scales up the PM
Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana rooftop solar
scheme — 322,000 crore in 2026-27 from 317,000
crore (RE) for the current year. It is a welcome
push towards decentralised energy systems that
reduce land pressure, transmission losses and
household energy costs. However, implementa-
tion challenges remain, including discom cooper-
ation and upfront finance. Similarly, allocations
for PM-KUSUM (solar irrigation pumps), have
been sustained at I5,000 crore. Revised esti-
mates suggest stronger-than-anticipated absorp-
tion. For nuclear energy, the government has ex-
tended zero basic customs duty on imports of
nuclear plant equipment until 2035. While this
reduces input costs, nuclear power remains cap-
ital intensive, with long construction timelines
and financing risks. Recent legal changes permit
private participation, but whether private capital
will enter a sector entwined with national secur-
ity, safety and liability concerns remains uncer-
tain. Green hydrogen, despite budgetary sup-
port, continues to see modest actual spending,
highlighting the persistent gap between policy
ambition and execution. Overall, India’s climate
budget for 2026-27 repeats a pattern: big on in-
tent, cautious on allocations, and uncertain in its
ability to mobilise the private capital required to
accelerate decarbonisation across vital sectors.

More, and less

The health-care component of Budget
2026 is a mixed bag

hile this year’s health-care allocations
W are aggressive in certain key sectors,
it has failed expectations that Budget
2026 would be a milestone for increased health-
care spending as a percentage of GDP. The total
allocation this year is over Z1.05 lakh crore, mark-
ing an increase of about 10% over the previous
year’s revised estimates. However, experts have
pointed out that the 2026 health budget is ap-
proximately 1.9% of the total government expen-
diture, and about 0.26% of GDP. Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman fronted the Biopharma
SHAKTI scheme, among the projects with the sin-
gle highest budgetary allocations this year. This
10,000 crore government initiative will trans-
form India into a manufacturing hub for biologics
and biosimilars over the next five years, she said.
A pan-country clinical state-of-the-art trial infras-
tructure will also be created, through a network
of 1,000 accredited clinical trial sites. No doubt,
this will take care of an angle that has long been
languishing in India — research and develop-
ment. Additionally, the government will set up
three new National Institutes of Pharmaceutical
Education and Research (NIPER) and modernise
seven existing units, besides establishing a se-
cond NIMHANS campus in north India and two
upgraded national mental health institutes. The
government has set itself a target of training one
lakh allied health professionals over the next five
years, while another 1.5 lakh care workers will al-
so be trained to take care of the health needs of
the elderly; this is appreciable at a time when In-
dia is well on its way towards becoming a grey na-
tion, with fertility levels falling. In the area of
making care affordable, the government has ex-
empted 17 cancer medicines and several treat-
ments for rare diseases from customs and import
duties, while also reducing the tax collected at
source on medical and educational remittances
from 5% to 2%. For patients suffering from these
conditions, and their families, this will no doubt
lead to better affordability for treatments.
Primarily under fire was the Union govern-
ment’s stodgy refusal to increase the allocation
for health care to reach 2.5% of GDP by 2025, as
committed in the National Health Policy of 2017.
Public health activists have lambasted the drop in
funding for the National Health Mission, despite
the fact that funds have been consistently well
utilised here. While fiscal devolution has enabled
States to invest more heavily in the health sector,
there are concerns, however, that the Centre
steadily reducing its share will result in patchy
outcomes, not even improvements, in the health-
care sector of the country.
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The fading of India’s environmental jurisprudence

rom its Aravalli ranges to its mangroves,

India is at the same moral crossroads

that Amitav Ghosh captures in The

Hungry Tide, where the tides remember
what the law chooses to forget. If environmental
justice continues to be diluted in the name of
development, the Constitution of India risks
becoming a silent witness to ecological loss,
where the consequences, like the tide itself, will
return with unforgiving force.

On December 18, 2025, for non-coal mining
projects, the policy of land acquisition first and
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) later was
changed. Now, an EIA can be done without
details about the location and area. The Supreme
Court of India helped in the dilution of
environmental justice by recalling the case,
Vanashakti vs Union Of India (2025) that banned
retrospective environmental clearances. Within
five months, a Bench led by (then) Chief Justice of
India (CJI) B.R. Gavai, recalled the progressive
judgment.

From mountains to mangroves

Recent developments indicate a slow, but
systematic, dilution of ecological protection. The
CJL, Justice Surya Kant, suo motu, stayed the
controversial order, saving the reputation of the
Court. But the debate concerning the Aravallis is
not just about a technical argument on definition.
It marks a paradigm change in the perception of
development, the role of the environment, and
the constitutional obligation by the state.

Similarly, the judicial sanctions to the
destruction of 158 mangroves for Adani
Cementation Limited (2025) in Raigarh,
Maharashtra, and the new environmentally
unfriendly infrastructure schemes such as the
Char Dham highway in the Himalayas, highlight a
dangerous trend — that the health of the
environment is further being undermined by the
government whose proximity with the corporate
world is an open secret though it is also true that
the private sector has been severely criticised in
the annual Economic Survey presented in
January 2026.

The Aravallis, traditionally acknowledged as
the ecological backbone of north-western India,
play a vital role which includes checking
desertification, enhancing the recharge of
groundwater, controlling micro-climates and
maintaining biodiversity. Interestingly, the Court
itself has recognised this ecological role. In M.C.
Mehta vs Union of India and Ors. (2004), a ban
was imposed on mining in the Aravalli region.

Later orders that culminated in the year 2010
admitted that unregulated mining in the area had
had irreparable effects on the environment. More
importantly, in these proceedings, the Court
quashed efforts to restrict the Aravallis to a
definition based on the landform’s height,
especially the suggestion that only landforms
over 100 metres could be a component of the
Aravalli ranges.

The Court realised how such a strict
interpretation would ignore huge tracts of
ecologically crucial land, thus foiling the objective
of environmental conservation. The 100m norm
was discarded in 2010 on an ecological basis. The
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hills and ridges at a low altitude are of significant
importance in the preservation of groundwater
and soil stability in the semi-arid landscapes. The
Aravallis are not just a cluster of isolated peaks
but are a geomorphological system.
Unfortunately, the latest height-centric definition
does not pay attention to crucial factors such as
hydrology, biodiversity and ecological
interdependence. It was due to the need to
circumvent this reductionist strategy that the
Court relied on the precautionary principle, in
Vellore Citizens’ Welfare Forum vs Union of India
and Others (1996), rejecting the idea of any
artificial limit.

The strange acceptance by the top court of the
100-metre definition, in In Re: Issue Relating to
Definition of Aravalli Hills and Ranges (2025),
marked a clear departure from the position taken
in 2010. In trying to keep landforms above a
predetermined elevation as the sole subject of
legal protection, the Court has efficiently
deprived the Aravalli ranges of any statutory and
judicial protection over large portions. Such a
change has serious constitutional implications.

The right to a clean and healthy environment,
which has been broadly understood in the
application of Article 21, is directly involved.
Article 48A, which requires the state to ensure
the conservation and the enhancement of the
environment, is now a hollow proclamation in
instances where the interpretation of the law by
the judiciary can promote rather than safeguard
ecological exclusion. In fact, India’s courts have
been more enthusiastic about cow slaughter
(Article 48) and uniform civil code (Article 44).

The discriminatory protection or preservation
of some landforms in relation to their height
creates an absurd classification that has no
rational nexus to ecological goals. An
interpretation of a law that safeguards
outstanding hills and exposes the surrounding
ecosystems to exploitation contravenes the
principle of non-arbitrariness that forms the core
of Article 14.

A leniency

This watering down of environmental protection
is seen not only in the case of the Aravallis. This
has been the case over years with courts and
regulatory bodies supporting development
projects based on the assurance of mitigation
instead of their enforcing environmental norms
to the letter. This is evident in the undermining of
the EIA process and the legalisation of post-facto
and conditional clearances, even after the judicial
warnings. In Common Cause vs Union of India
(2017), the Court had made it clear that the
legalisation of illegal mining and environmental
offences could not be done after the fact, and that
the environmental law is to serve as a deterrent.
But judicial leniency later in regard to lapses in
procedure corresponds to a slow weakening of
this principle.

The results of this kind of dilution are seen in
cases of coastal urban ecology, especially the
mangroves of Mumbai. Mangroves are
multi-layered ecosystems which act as natural
flood control systems, sinks of carbon and
reservoirs of biodiversity. They protect against

storm surges and tidal flooding. Continued
judicial authorisations to fell (and transplant)
about 34,000 mangrove trees to build
infrastructure are a setback. Allowing mangrove
destruction on a large scale on the ‘promise of
compensatory afforestation” marks the
destruction of ecological science and
constitutional responsibility. It requires decades
to develop mature mangrove ecosystems, which
cannot be compensated by having a plantation
drive in some other place.

Another example is the Char Dham highway
project in Uttarakhand. A June 2025 study
identified 811 landslide zones along the Char
Dham project. The Himalayan ecosystem is one
of the most delicate in the world, and the road
widening project on such a large scale has grave
dangers — triggering landslides and disturbing
rivers.

In Citizens for Green Doon vs Union of India
(2021), the Court recognised the ecological
importance of the area, but still allowed wider
roads on the grounds of strategic defence needs.
The flash floods and ecological disturbances that
affected Uttarakhand raise questions about this
‘balancing act’. The ill-effects of the current
infrastructural rush affect future generations,
especially when the constitutional obligations on
the government and the citizen, under Article
48A and Article 51A(g), make it clear that it is the
responsibility of citizens to safeguard the
environment.

Strong players and the issue of fairness
Environmental clearances of corporations and
large-scale infrastructure projects, especially
those supported by serious capital in mining,
highways or urban redevelopment, can pass
through regulatory barriers rather easily. If there
is a hearing, it is cut short, objections raised are
considered obstructionist, and environmental
compliance becomes a mere checklist. This casts
grave doubts on procedural fairness and
transparency which are contained in Article 14.
When it disproportionately gives more privileges
to economically strong players, environmental
governance can destroy the trust of the populace
and constitutional equality.

The changing stance of the judiciary in this
dismal picture is crucial. Traditionally, courts
have been the custodians of environmental rights
as they have broadened the constitutional
interpretation on issues of environmental
damage. Judgments such as M.C. Mehta vs Kamal
Nath and Ors. (1996) held that the public trust
doctrine was deeply rooted in the belief that
natural resources belonged to the state, were held
in the trust of the people and could not be sold to
be exploited privately. When such definitions or
clearances are approved by the courts to promote
the degradation of the environment, they
basically go against the court’s own
jurisprudence. The Green Bench of the Supreme
Court must sit regularly. Similar Benches must be
set up in all the High Courts. Ease of business
should not make destruction of the environment
easy.

The views expressed are personal

More money for defence, now fix the process

he Finance Minister has been rather
T generous. The new defence budget is

being touted as being the first double digit
jump in India’s defence expenditure in decades,
ever since its steady decline from 2017. At 2% of
the Budget, it sends a signal of strategic
determination in a more than unusually turbulent
world. The funds will have to be used prudently
and expeditiously, which demand systemic
change, not tinkering, in the Budget process. As
‘frenemies’ abound and a tenuous ‘rules-based
order’ collapses, there is no time to lose.

The good and the bad

The most talked about aspect is the Budget’s 15%
hike hitting 2% of GDP (up from 1.9% last year).
Second, in a notable shift, capital expenditure
has outpaced the revenue budget, up more than
22%, reversing years of neglect. Third, there is a
clear thrust toward modernisation. The Indian
Air Force gets a hefty 32% rise, while the Indian
Army has got a 30% hike for heavy vehicles and
weapons.

0ddly, the Indian Navy, with its ambitious
commitments in the Indian Ocean, gets 3%.
Ironically, this is probably due to its success in
indigenisation, and a proven capability to absorb
allotted funds.

All this is good. But the rupee has weakened
substantially against the dollar, which means that
payment for capital goods such as aircraft has
become more expensive. It is not all bad news.
Defence exports are rising — 323,000 crore last
year as against 31,000 crore in 2014. A chunk of
the Indian Army’s mobility equipment is made
here by the Tatas, Ashok Leyland and others. But
this does eat into the ‘double digit’ increase.

There are also the pension payments which
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rose by 6.56% but it is still at 21.84% when
compared to 27.95% for capital expenditure of the
Ministry of Defence (MoD)’s allocation. Before
FY1987-88, they came under central government
pensions and were not clubbed with the defence
budget. Despite this, the Budget was still 3.31% of
GDP. The size of the economy then was less than
half of what it is today, but it still provides a
certain perspective.

It might be time to reinvent that wheel.

Bureaucracy and delays

A welcome aspect is that 75% of the capital
acquisition budget for procurement has been
earmarked for domestic industries, which
includes private players. The government’s thrust
in this direction has been consistent, with
defence production recording a 174% surge from
2014-15. But beyond this is the reality of a
complex bureaucratic system, one aspect of
which is the L-1 (lowest cost) rule which favours
large industries rather than innovators who are
vital for a tech-intensive industry. They cannot
compete, especially when transitioning to
manufacturing. This needs not only hand holding
but also clarity in forward planning and promised
volumes.

The next factor is this — the interminable
delays in vital programmes such as Project 75 for
submarines approved in 1997. Expected delivery
times are now in the mid 2030s. The Rafale
fighter aircraft deal which was envisioned in the
1990s, saw results only 2019-20. It is unsurprising
then that the MoD had to return 12,500 crore of
its capital allocation in FY2024-25.

It is time to re-examine the repeated demand
for a Non-Lapsable Defence Modernisation Fund,
which was announced in the FY 2004-05 Budget

speech but never implemented. Financial
convenience cannot result in the defence
industry being held hostage.

R&D lies scattered

A key area is research and development (R&D).
Funds for the Defence Research and
Development Organisation (DRDO) and a slew of
research organisations have been increased;
many have potential benefits for defence
production. But research is segmented. Despite
often being dual use, it seldom translates into
better defence capabilities. India’s overall
research budget also remains 0.66% of GDP.
Compare that to Japan at 3.70%, funded primarily
by the private sector. In India, there is a near
absence of private sector R&D. Those in the big
league must loosen up and unify research and its
direction.

A “pacifist’ country such as Japan has now
allocated 2.2% for its defence. So has Australia
with a far lower threat profile. Europe too is
moving to larger allocations. At issue here is the
‘guns vs butter’ lens through which the defence
budget is viewed. Instead, it needs to be melded
with the vision of Viksit Bharat’s $30 trillion
economy. The Border Roads Organisation, for
instance, delivers the connectivity for “Vibrant
Villages” programme which is vital to border
development.

In another example, the Prime Minister
remarked that indigenous shipbuilding has a 6.5
multiplier effect on employment, with its
multiple ancillary industries. This applies almost
across the board. The Budget has to be seen as a
tool for powering growth, rather than being a
‘non development’ section. Once this is done, the
processes will follow.
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Should the Governor’s address be scrapped?

PARLEY

ast month, during the joint session of
the Karnataka Legislature, Governor
Thaawarchand Gehlot walked out of

the House after reading only a few
Achary lines of his customary address prepared by the
Former State Cabinet. The Chief Minister accused the
Secretary Governor of violating his constitutional
General of the obligation. The incident followed similar
Lok Sabha developments in other Opposition-ruled States.
In DMK-ruled Tamil Nadu, Governor R.N. Ravi
walked out of the Assembly without delivering
his inaugural address. In LDF-ruled Kerala,
Governor Rajendra Vishwanath Arlekar omitted
portions of the speech cleared by the Cabinet.
=7 2=  Should the practice of Governors addressing the
Alok State legislatures be scrapped? P.D.T. Achary and
Prasanna Alok Prasanna Kumar discuss the question in a
Kumar conversation moderated by Aaratrika

Co-founder of
Vidhi Centre for
Legal Policy

Bhaumik. Edited excerpts:

Does a Governor’s refusal to read the
Cabinet-approved opening address violate
the Constitution?

P.D.T. Achary: Under Article 176, a Governor is
constitutionally mandated to address the State
legislature at the commencement of the first
session each year and at the first session
following a general election. The address sets
out the government’s legislative agenda,
outlining the policies and programmes it
proposes to pursue during the session and the
year ahead. The text of this address is prepared
by the State Cabinet, and the Governor, as a
constitutional functionary, is required to deliver
it in that form. A Governor who declines to
address the House, or who makes only a token
appearance by reading selective portions of the
address, cannot be said to be acting in
conformity with the mandate of Article 176.

Alok Prasanna Kumar: Such conduct is

Karnataka Governor Thaawarchand Gehlot at the joint session of the State
legislature, at Vidhana Soudha, in Bengaluru.

House is an executive function performed
strictly on the aid and advice of the Council of
Ministers. The recurring departures from this
constitutional convention are a consequence of
the existing institutional design. Unlike the
President, who is indirectly elected and subject
to impeachment by Parliament, the Governor
holds office at the pleasure of the President, in
effect, the Union government. Consequently,
while the President remains institutionally
answerable to Parliament, the Governor’s
continuance in office depends upon the
confidence of the Union government rather than
the legislature within which the office functions.

P.D.T. Achary: I agree. The Governor cannot
alter the address prepared by the State Cabinet
and is required only to read it before the House.
The Governor bears no responsibility for its
contents and incurs no liability for what it states.
In a representative democracy such as ours,
executive authority is vested in the Council of
Ministers, as the elected representatives of the
people. The Governor is therefore precluded
from running a parallel government or taking
independent decisions de hors the aid and

contrary to the constitutional mandate. The
Governor is an integral part of the State
legislature, as recognised under Article 168 of
the Constitution. This aspect is often
overlooked, as the legislature is frequently
understood to comprise only one or two Houses
of elected representatives. As a constitutional
head within this structure, the Governor is
expected to facilitate, not obstruct, the
functioning of the legislature.

Can a Governor use discretion to alter such

an address?

Alok Prasanna Kumar: No. In Nabam Rebia v.
Deputy Speaker (2016), the Supreme Court
clarified that the Governor’s address to the

advice of the State Cabinet.

What recourse does a Governor have if there
are genuine reservations about the address’s
contents?

Alok Prasanna Kumar: The Governor cannot
hold an independent view on whether the
government’s policies are desirable or even
constitutional. Personal opinions need not be
forfeited, but they must be conveyed through
candid, private exchanges with the State
Cabinet. Once the Governor assumes office,
such personal views must yield to constitutional
discipline. A Governor may offer counsel, but
must recognise the limits of the office.

At the same time, it is a healthy convention

oo

At least two other sessions of the State
legislature each year commence without a
Governor’s address, which indicates that the
legislature’s functioning is not inherently
dependent on this ceremonial formality.
P.D.T. ACHARY

for the Chief Minister and the Council of
Ministers to maintain regular communication
with the Governor and to be receptive to any
contrarian views he or she might have. Where
such rapport and constitutional civility exist, it is
unlikely that an elected government would
disregard the Governor’s counsel.

Is this address a colonial remnant that ought
to be dispensed with?

Alok Prasanna Kumar: The practice ought to
be retained, even if it is largely symbolic and
serves little functional purpose. The focus
should be on addressing instances of
constitutionally impermissible gubernatorial
discretion rather than abandoning the
convention altogether. The address recognises
the Governor’s place as an integral part of the
legislature and reflects the continuity of the
Westminster parliamentary model adopted in
India.

P.D.T. Achary: I do not believe there is anything
sacrosanct about this practice. At least two other
sessions of the State legislature each year
commence without a Governor’s address, which
indicates that the legislature’s functioning is not
inherently dependent on this ceremonial
formality. Moreover, Article 175 of the
Constitution provides an alternative mechanism
through which the Governor may address the
House or send messages regarding any pending
legislation. Reconsideration of this practice
becomes particularly pertinent in light of the
increasing instances of visibly partisan conduct
by Governors in Opposition-ruled States.

Further, Article 355 imposes a duty upon the
Union government to ensure that the
governance of every State is carried on in
accordance with the Constitution. When a
Governor declines to deliver the address
mandated under Article 176, it raises concerns
about whether that constitutional obligation is
being meaningfully upheld. Such situations also
risk precipitating a constitutional crisis, as the
legislative session cannot formally commence in
the absence of the Governor’s address.

Is Presidential intervention necessary when
Governors fail to discharge their

constitutional duties?

P.D.T. Achary: Yes. When Governors act in a
partisan manner and fail to discharge their
constitutional duties, it is incumbent upon the
President to intervene and require the Governor
either to perform those duties or to demit office.
Article 160 of the Constitution empowers the
President to issue directions for the discharge of
a Governor’s functions, particularly to address
contingencies not expressly provided for in the
Constitution. However, there have been no
notable instances of Presidents invoking such
powers to avert situations where gubernatorial
conduct threatens to create a constitutional
crisis in the States.

Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K. Stalin has
called for a constitutional amendment to do
away with this address. How feasible is it to
bring about such an amendment?

P.D.T. Achary: It is unlikely that such a
constitutional amendment will be achievable.
The Union government is unlikely to support it,
and its passage would require a special majority
in Parliament — a majority of the total
membership of each House and a two-thirds
majority of members present and voting. This is
a difficult threshold to meet without a broad
consensus between the government and the
Opposition. Moreover, when the existing
framework yields evident political benefit, there
is little incentive to alter it.

Alok Prasanna Kumar: Such an amendment
would be futile. If the Constitution is to be
amended, a more meaningful reform would be
to reconsider the manner in which Governors
are appointed and removed. Such reform could
ensure that Governors remain mindful that their
allegiance lies with the Constitution, not the
Union government, and that any departure from
this role carries consequences for their
continuance in office. This also explains why

Presidents generally discharge their functions
without controversy, while Governors often do
not. The former is institutionally accountable to
Parliament by virtue of indirect election and the
possibility of impeachment.

However, as Mr. Achary has pointed out, even
this would require political consensus that may
be difficult to secure. Nevertheless, a serious
discussion on such reforms is necessary to halt
the gradual weakening of constitutional
governance in Opposition-ruled States.

To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com
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The free press dies in
broad daylight

The fate of The Washington Post serves as a cautionary tale

Narayan Lakshman

he writing was on the wall. Wil-
T liam Lewis, publisher of The

Washington Post, and blue-eyed
boy of its owner, Jeff Bezos, scarcely at-
tended meetings with the editorial staff of
the venerable newspaper since he took
over in early 2024. But he set alarm bells
ringing across the newsroom with less-
than-constructive comments to journal-
ists such as “People are not reading your
stuff,” openly calling for staff who “do not
feel aligned with the company’s plan” to
leave, and reportedly describing some of
them as “activists, not journalists.”

Driving internal corporate disenchant-
ment with the journalistic practices of the
nearly 150-year-old newspaper was an
apparent deepening ideological clash
between the management and the long-
standing, well-considered political posi-
tion of the Post on a number of issues.
For example, Mr. Bezos’s decision to end
the established practice of endorsing a
presidential candidate before the U.S.
election — thus effectively avoiding the
image of the newspaper supporting Ka-
mala Harris in November 2024 — raised
eyebrows among insiders and external
observers alike. Last year, he said that the
opinion pages would defend “two pillars:
personal liberties and free markets”.

It should have come as little surprise
then that the Post has now led what is
widely being described as a “bloodbath”
for quality journalism. In what will be re-
membered as a pivotal moment in the
struggle of the U.S. media to stand up to
challenging economic conditions and a
president who routinely denigrates the
free press of the country, Editor-in-Chief
Matt Murray, reportedly told employees
this week that the newspaper was under-
going a “strategic reset to better position
the publication for the future”. To this
end, he announced sweeping layoffs of
close to one-third of all editorial staff
across departments, including interna-
tional desks and correspondents world-
wide, the books and sports divisions, and
metro and cultural coverage.

CM
K

At first glance, the proposal — appa-
rently the motivation for this large-scale
termination exercise — to narrow the fo-
cus of the broadsheet exclusively to polit-
ics and national security coverage might
work in theory; yet upon closer inspec-
tion it fails the common sense test. Even
if we accept the premise of the manage-
ment that it is unprofitable to pursue the
idea of a broad news offering — in the face
of evidence to the contrary, offered by
The New York Times, for example — how is
the bottom line served by a strategy that
rips away some of the finest international
reporters and desk editors who are criti-
cal to producing quality journalism in
politics and national security? A simple
example highlights the contradictions in-
herent: shutting down reporting hubs in
Ukraine — as reports suggest the Post has
done — would directly impinge upon the
newspaper’s coverage of the machina-
tions of the Donald Trump-led White
House as it seeks to curry favour with
Russia or reset ties with Europe by bra-
zenly undermining NATO unity.

The deep learning for media houses
across the free and democratic world is
this: overzealous corporate owners of
newspapers who are prone to genuflec-
tion to their political masters will happily
seize the excuse of falling subscriptions
or profits, even of a publication with a
rich, hoary legacy of quality journalism,
to re-bundle it as a prosaic, pliant publi-
cation that might offer a steady income
stream to shareholders.

Editorial leaders who hope to avoid
this fate would do the opposite of what
the combative Mr. Lewis suggested,
which is to pre-empt an exodus of read-
ers and financial losses by reassessing
what the core readership of the publica-
tion cares about and double down on
multi-pronged offerings built on the latest
and most suitable technology platforms.

The fate of the Post is a cautionary tale
and its moral is this: while democracy
may die in darkness, the free press dies in
broad daylight.

narayan@thehindu.co.in

PICTURE OF THE WEEK
A time for reflection

A

Kashmiri Shiite Muslims light candles at the graves of their relatives to mark Shab-e-Barat, at a graveyard in Srinagar. Shab-e-Barat means the Night of Salvation and it reflects
the belief that Allah grants mercy to those who sin and blesses those who pray. IMRAN NISSAR
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FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 6, 1976

Harold Macmillan to visit
Madras

Madras, Feb. 5: The former British Prime
Minister, Mr. Harold Macmillan, will be in
Madras for a couple of days this month. He is
due to make a 10-day visit to India in his
capacity as the President of the Macmillan

February 20, a day after his landing in India,
press, besides meeting prominent citizens of

Madras. On February 23, he will inaugurate
the company’s computerised type-setting

group of companies. Arriving from Calcutta on

Mr. Macmillan will visit the local office and the

B Pondn,

export project at Bangalore. Mr. S.G. Wasani,
Managing Director, Macmillan Company of
India, said computerised typesetting
represented a major breakthrough in printing
technology. To begin with, the company
would have one such unit, costing Rs. 40
lakhs. Another unit would be installed within
two years. He expected the firm’s exports to
increase from the present Rs. 5 lakhs to Rs. 20
lakhs, by the end of 1976 as a result of this
advanced process. In reply to a question, Mr.
Wasani said the State Governments’ policy of
nationalising school text-books gradually had
not affected the company’s business, though
many other publishers had to quit the field. If
anything, the firm’s turnover of school
textbooks had risen from Rs. 60 lakhs to Rs. 91
lakhs during the last three years, he said.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO

Control of Buddha Gaya

FEBRUARY 6, 1926

A meeting to consider the Indian Committee’s
Report issued in connection with the Buddha
Gaya temple was held on 3rd February at the
Olcott Memorial Hall, Ananda College. The Rev.
Kahave Ratnasara, High Priest of the
Maligakanda Temple, presided and a large
number of delegates from various Buddhist
Associations was present. Dr. O.A. Hewaritarne
said that the agitation for the control of Buddha
Gaya by the Buddhists began as early as 1891.
After persistent efforts, they succeeded in
getting the Indian National Congress to appoint
a Sub-Committee to enquire into the matter.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Ukrainian soldiers
killed in the Russian
invasion of Ukraine

55,000

of
Ukrainian soldiers killed on the battlefield
as a result of the country’s war with Russia
is estimated at 55,000, Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy said on Wednesday.
He added that on top of that casualty
figure was a “large number of people”
considered officially missing. reuters

Number of deaths in

THESY

India’s payment to UN

*HINDU

Number of Indian

the US. from wildfire

Regular Budget for

smoke from 2006-20

2026

A paper,

24,100

, journal
Science Advances, found that from 2006 to
2020, long-term exposure to tiny
particulates from wildfire smoke
contributed to an average of 24,100 deaths
a year in the lower 48 states. Long-term
exposure can lead to a range of chronic
and deadly health issues. ap

In dollar million.
India has paid
® $35.18 million to

the UN Regular Budget for 2026, joining the
“honour roll” of 47 Member states who
have paid their regular budget dues in full
to the world body on time. The UN
Committee on Contributions said that 47
Member states have paid their regular
budget assessments in full. rni

based orgs’ websites
seized by US.

U.S. federal
200 authorities have

seized more than 200
website domains tied to an India-based
transnational criminal organisation having
illegal online pharmacies. The U.S. Drug
Enforcement Administration field offices
throughout the country also conducted
multiple operations leading to the arrest of
four individuals, it said in a statement. p1i

Public grievances
received against the
Centre and State

in lakh. These public
22 grievances against Union

Ministries/departments and
State/Union territories governments were
received during 2024-25 through a
dedicated CPGRAMS portal. The
government has undertaken a
comprehensive set of measures to reduce

grievance pendency. pri
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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DISCOMSs and the road ahead

DISCOMs show improvement in performance, recording a positive turnaround marked by reduced AT&C losses, a narrowed ACS-ARR gap and improved financial

discipline; however, many utilities continue to rely on tariff subsidies and loss takeovers by State governments, underscoring the scope for further improvement

EXPLAINER

T. Ramakrishnan

etter days seem to be ahead for

the country’s electricity sector,

especially power distribution

utilities, including power
departments, commonly known as
DISCOMs.

For long, DISCOMs, now numbering 72
across the country (44 State-owned, 16
private-sector entities, and 12 power
departments), had presented a grim
picture with never-declining line losses,
also called Aggregate Technical and
Commercial (AT&C) losses, and the
consequent widening gap between the
Average Cost of Supply (ACS) and the
Average Revenue Realised (ARR). Between
2020-21 and 2024-25, accumulated losses
rose from 5.5 lakh crore to ¥6.47 lakh
crore, with outstanding debt increasing to
¥7.26 lakh crore. Non-cost-reflective tariffs
and delayed payment of State subsidies
were among the factors that contributed
to this state of affairs.

A legacy of losses

As far as India is concerned, DISCOMs
and losses have become synonymous,
forcing specialists to use the prefix
“minus” whenever a power utility’s ARR
exceeds its ACS. One may argue that
loss-making is a legacy matter, as these
power utilities — in their previous ‘avatar’,
State Electricity Boards (SEBs), formed
under the Electricity (Supply) Act, 1948 —
were mostly in the red. But what was
overlooked, even then and now, was that
Section 59 of the law had originally
required SEBs to make a profit of three or
more per cent, as specified by State
governments.

Signs of a turnaround

Even though many DISCOMs are
struggling to cope with chronic issues,
several others have begun improving their
performance perceptibly in the wake of
steps taken by various stakeholders,
including those of the Union government.
A Survey revealed that DISCOMs recorded
a positive Profit After Tax (PAT) of % 2,701
crore in the financial year 2024-25,
marking “a decisive turnaround” from a
loss of 67,962 crore in 2013-14. This
improvement was accompanied by a
reduction in AT&C losses from 22.62% to
15.04 % during the years in question.
Further, the ACS-ARR gap (on an accrual
basis) came down from 78 paise per unit
(kilowatt-hour) to 0.06 paise per unit,
signalling much improved cost recovery.

In mid-January, the Union government
also made public the performance details
of DISCOMs for the financial year that
ended March 31, 2025. Claiming credit for
the financial turnaround, the government
attributed it to several measures,
including the implementation of the
Revamped Distribution Sector Scheme
(RDSS), amendments to the Electricity
Rules, and the introduction of the Late
Payment Surcharge Rules.

The RDSS’s objective is to improve the
quality and reliability of power through a
financially sustainable and operationally
efficient distribution sector, with the
release of funds linked to the execution of
necessary measures. The effective
implementation of the Rules has helped
utilities arrest the mounting surcharges
on legacy dues, as it allows DISCOMs to
clear their dues through a maximum of 48
equated monthly instalments (EMIs).

Discipline and debt reduction
Prior to the Rules coming into force,
CM
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Call for change: Political will, combined with public-spirited bureaucracy, can easily transform the face
of DISCOMs into that of viable and consumer-friendly entities. B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM

On the grid

for 2023-24 and 2024-25

The table presents an assessment of select States based on key operational and financial
parameters, including AT&C losses, accumulated surplus or deficit, and the ACS-ARR gap

ALL INDIA 15.04

- *
AT&C loss (in %) A‘_‘;'e':;:'i'f::‘i’nscur'frl;s/ :ﬁ: vC:: §:':h§.':irr
unit) (-:deficit)
2023-24 2024-25 2023-24 2024-25 2023-24 2024-25
Assam 14.03 15.44 -1,324 -1,028 0.22 0.26
Manipur 13.41 12.90 -295 -290 0.45 0.20
Bihar 20.32 15.51 -18,529 -16,526 0.18 0.41
Uttar Pradesh
State sector 16.39 19.54 -90,039 -1,00,858 -0.55 -0.73
Private sector 1,1 8.48 1,426 1,561 0.57 0.15
Punjab 10.96 19.21 -9,620 -3,404 0.20 0.30
Rajasthan 22.13 15.18 -91,565 -90,303 -0.31 0.04
Gujarat
State sector 8.97 8.25 5,165 7,355 0.58 0.40
Private sector 3.92 3.63 2,823 3,892 -0.14 0.42
Maharashtra
State sector 23.86 17.69 -36,226 -35,671 -0.28 -0.56
Private sector 5.39 4.99 474 1,245 0.99 2.04
Madhya Pradesh 22.89 22.76 -69,506 -71,394 -0.18 0.04
Chhattisgarh 15.88 14.25 -10,016 -10,423 0.20 0.19
Jharkhand 30.51 28.19 -18,512 -20,512 -1.66 -0.95
West Bengal
State sector 17.13 17.17 158 174 -0.17 -0.03
Private sector 4.64 477 197 205 -0.13 0.30
Odisha** 19.59 17.81 824 1,263 -0.10 -0.18
Telangana 19.01 19.84 -67,276 -69,741 -0.75 -0.27
Karnataka 11.89 11.92 -26,109 -34,980 -1.08 -0.69
Kerala 7.44 6.61 37,543 -38,648 -0.42 -0.17
Andhra Pradesh 12.05 7.87 -29,210 -29,420 -0.34 0.15
Tamil Nadu 11.39 10.96 -1,66,944 -1,19,153 -0.11 0.18

6,91,416

6,47,210

AT&C - Aggregate Technical and Commercial *ACS - Average Cost of Supply | ARR - Average Revenue Realised, which covers tariff
subsidy received basis but without regulatory income and UDAY grant | **where all the discoms belong to the private sector

Source: 14th Annual Integrated Rating & Ranking of Power Distribution Utilities, Power Finance Corporation

delays and non-payments by DISCOMs
had made it difficult for generators to pay
for the fuel, which had to be prepaid, to
continue generation, apart from having to
pay the Railways in advance for the rakes.

When the Rules came into force on June
3, 2022, outstanding legacy dues totalled
%1,39,947 crore. Since then, utilities in 13
States and Union Territories paid I
1,31,942 crore till December 2025 through

Even though many DISCOMs are
struggling to cope with chronic
issues, several others have begun
improving their performance

39 EMIs, prepayments, and
reconciliations. In January 2026, the dues
went down further to ¥ 4,927 crore, with
DISCOMs largely paying their current
dues on time, reflecting a marked
improvement in sectoral financial
discipline.

Yet, not everything is rosy. Many
DISCOMs, if not most, have been able to
achieve the turnaround, essentially due to
tariff subsidies received from and the
takeover of losses by their respective
governments. For instance, in the case of
Tamil Nadu, during 2024-25, the Tamil
Nadu Power Distribution Corporation
Limited (TNPDCL), the successor to the
Tamil Nadu Generation and Distribution
Corporation (TANGEDCO), received
315,772 crore as tariff subsidy and 16,107
crore towards the takeover of losses. In
fact, the utility recorded a profit (after
tax) of 2,073 crore only after receiving
the State government’s largesse. But for
the takeover of losses, TNPDCL had
registered a loss of 14,034 crore,
according to the findings of the 14th
Integrated Rating Exercise conducted by
the Power Finance Corporation Limited
(PFC) under a framework approved by the
Union Ministry of Power. The findings
were released in late January 2026.

Take the case of Rajasthan: Jodhpur
Vidyut Vitran Nigam Limited (JDVVNL),
which, according to PFC’s assessment,
improved its showing during 2024-25
compared to the past. This utility
recorded a profit of T92 crore, but this
was after the receipt of ¥ 11,625 crore
towards tariff subsidy and % 2,540 crore
towards loss takeover.

Besides, even the present position of
DISCOMs enjoying revenue surplus
appears to be transient, because when
the utilities may have to effect pay
revision for employees in a few years, the
probability of them slipping back to
square one — revenue deficit — is quite
high.

The way forward

Still, the emphasis on government
support, which is nothing new, is not to
be viewed as taking away the credit for
DISCOMs for enhanced performance.
However, there is still scope for further
improvement. At present, feeder
segregation works, taken up in States
such as Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh,
Gujarat, Karnataka, and Maharashtra with
large rural or agricultural consumer bases
separating feeders for agricultural use
from non-agricultural use, should be
extended to other States such as Tamil
Nadu, where an unmetered power supply
to the farm sector has been the norm.
Only then will there be data, closer to the
real picture, regarding the quantum of
power supplied to agriculturists.

As Niti Aayog noted in its August 2021
study on the distribution sector, DISCOMs
should be proactive in promoting the use
of solar pumps in agriculture, a move that
would lead to a significant decrease in
power procurement costs. The political
executive must resist the temptation to
offer free electricity universally to
domestic consumers or any other
category, as economically stronger
sections of society invariably benefit
disproportionately by any such measure.
Political will, combined with
public-spirited bureaucracy, can easily
transform the face of DISCOMs into that
of viable and consumer-friendly entities.

THE GIST

v

DISCOMs record a decisive
turnaround, with reduced
AT&C losses, a sharply
narrowed ACS-ARR gap and
improved cost recovery
following reforms and rule
changes.

v

Financial discipline improves,
as legacy dues decline, current
payments are largely made on
time and mounting surcharges
are arrested through
structured instalments.

v

Government support remains
central, with tariff subsidies
and loss takeovers
underpinning profits, even as
scope for further improvement
persists through feeder
segregation and efficiency
measures.
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Rethinking battery strategy in India:
the case for sodium-ion technology

India’s dependence on lithium-ion batteries exposes structural constraints linked to critical minerals, import dependence, and supply security; sodium-ion

batteries emerge as a safer alternative with lower material risk, compatible with existing infrastructure, and the potential to strengthen energy security

Jaideep Saraswat
Nikhil Mall

atteries have become deeply
embedded in modern life. From
laptops, mobile phones, wearable
devices such as smartwatches and
wireless earphones, to power tools, electric
vehicles (EVs), and large-scale battery energy
storage systems, batteries now underpin
both personal convenience and critical
infrastructure. A newer trend is also
emerging, with batteries being integrated
directly into household appliances. These
developments collectively point to a future
saturated with batteries, making energy
storage a foundational pillar of economic
growth, energy security, and the clean
energy transition.

Dominant, not a perfect solution

Among the various battery chemistries that
have existed or are still in use, lithium-ion
batteries have emerged as the dominant
global technology. This dominance is largely
driven by their high energy density, low
self-discharge rates, and long cycle life.
Sustained global focus on lithium-ion
technology over the past two decades has
resulted in steady improvements in
performance, manufacturing efficiency, and
large-scale capacity build-out. By 2024,
global lithium-ion manufacturing capacity
had reached nearly 2.5 times annual
demand, further accelerating cost reductions
through economies of scale. As a result, costs
have fallen dramatically, from nearly $1,100
per kWh in the early 2010s to about $108 per
kWh in 2025.

However, the success of lithium-ion
batteries masks several structural challenges.
These batteries are highly resource-intensive
and depend on critical minerals such as
lithium, cobalt, nickel, and graphite. The
availability of these materials is unevenly
distributed across a handful of countries,
while refining and processing capacities are
even more geographically concentrated. This
creates vulnerabilities related to supply
security, price volatility, and geopolitical
risk. As global demand for batteries
accelerates, these constraints are likely to
intensify, reinforcing the need for alternative
technologies that can support a more
resilient and equitable energy transition.

Ambitions and structural constraints
The Government of India has made
sustained efforts to build domestic battery
manufacturing capacity, most notably
through the Production Linked Incentive
(PLI) scheme for Advanced Chemistry Cells

Within reach

Na-ion form factors & reported energy densities are just behind LFP batteries
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The specific energy density of a battery indicates the amount of electrical energy it can store per unit of its
own mass, measured in Watt-hours per kilogram (Wh/kg), determining how light a battery can be for a given
potential. The volumetric energy density of a battery refers to the amount of energy it can store per unit
volume, measured in Watt-hours per litre (Wh/L), defining how compact a battery is. Ideally, both should

be high. We notice that commercially available layered oxide sodium-ion batteries of different shapes have
better specific energy density and volumetric energy density than their sodium-ion counterparts built of

polyanionic compounds and Prussian blue analogues

(PBAs). However, they have lower specific energy

density and volumetric energy density than lithium iron phosphate (LFP) batteries, indicated as (x). Data
from the Volta Foundation’s Annual Battery Report 2024

launched in 2021. Under this scheme, around
40 GWh of manufacturing capacity has been
allocated so far. While this represents
meaningful progress, deployment remains at
an early stage, with just over 1 GWh
commissioned to date and additional
capacities expected to come online
gradually.

More critically, India’s upstream
ecosystem, from raw material availability
and mineral processing to cathode and
anode active material production and
separator manufacturing, remains
underdeveloped. Domestic reserves of
lithium are limited and yet to be proven
commercially viable, while processing
infrastructure is still nascent. Consequently,
import dependence for lithium-ion batteries
is likely to persist for a considerable period.
This reality underscores the importance of
parallel investments in alternative battery
technologies that can reduce material risk
and strengthen long-term energy security.
Sodium-ion batteries (SiBs) represent one
such technology, offering significant promise
for India in the medium to long term.

Energy density: sodium vs lithium
From a fundamental perspective, sodium-ion
batteries exhibit lower specific energy

(Wh/kg) than lithium-ion batteries, largely

because sodium has a higher atomic mass
than lithium, which intuitively leads to more
mass per unit of stored energy. However, this
performance gap is often overstated. In
practice, it can be significantly narrowed if
the mass of other cell components in
sodium-ion batteries is reduced, thereby
compensating for the higher mass of sodium
itself. Moreover, among commercially
available sodium-ion chemistries, layered
transition-metal oxide cathodes already
deliver higher specific energy than
polyanionic compounds and Prussian blue
analogues, underscoring the growing
competitiveness of sodium-ion technology.
Importantly, layered oxide sodium-ion
batteries are now approaching the specific
energy of lithium iron phosphate (LFP)
batteries, as illustrated in Figure 1. Although
their volumetric energy density (Wh/L) still
trails that of LFP, ongoing materials and
cell-level optimisations are expected to
substantially narrow this gap and potentially
lead to meaningful overlap. It is also
important to emphasise that this comparison
is based on commercially available products,
whereas laboratory-scale and pilot-level
research results suggest even greater
performance potential. By contrast,
comparisons with high-energy lithium nickel
manganese cobalt (NMC) chemistries are less

EV manufacturers should be
encouraged through procurement
policies, pilot programmes, and
regulatory nudges to type-test and
approve vehicle platforms using
sodium-ion batteries alongside
lithium-ion options. This approval
strategy would allow rapid
substitution in response to supply
disruptions or cost fluctuations

instructive, as NMC batteries occupy a
distinct performance space and entail
separate trade-offs related to safety and
reliance on critical minerals.

Safety first

Safety is one of the most compelling
advantages of sodium-ion batteries. Studies,
including those conducted by the U.S. Naval
Research Laboratory, have shown that
sodium-ion cells exhibit significantly lower
peak temperature rise during thermal
runaway events compared to lithium-ion
cells. This intrinsic safety advantage extends
well beyond cell performance into storage,
handling, and transportation.

Lithium-ion batteries are classified as
“Dangerous Goods” by national and
international transport authorities,
necessitating strict packaging, handling, and
transportation requirements. They are
typically shipped at a state of charge not
exceeding 30%, which increases logistical
complexity and cost. These restrictions stem
from the use of copper current collectors on
the anode side, which can dissolve at low
voltages and redeposit on the cathode,
increasing the risk of internal short circuits.

Sodium-ion batteries do not suffer from
these limitations. They use aluminium
current collectors on both the anode and
cathode sides, as sodium does not form
unstable alloys with aluminium. As a result,
sodium-ion cells can be safely stored and
transported at zero volts without
degradation or safety risks. Prolonged
storage at zero volts has been shown not to
compromise cycling stability. This feature
offers significant benefits across the value
chain, including safer handling, lower
transportation costs, and greater flexibility in
manufacturing and installation.

Manufacturing ready

Another critical advantage of sodium-ion
batteries is their compatibility with existing
lithium-ion manufacturing infrastructure.
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Here is a quiz on some influential figures and key events that happened today

Sindhu Nagaraj

QUESTION 1

Elizabeth Il ascended the throne
of the United Kingdom of Great | A\

Britain and Northern Ireland thisy QUESTION 3
day, following the death of her
father, King George VI. She
became the longest-reigning
monarch in British history in
2015. In which year did she
ascend the throne?

QUESTION 2
The President of the U.S. was
born on this day in 1911. In his

CM
K

QUESTION 4
Eva Braun was born on this day

first term as President, he began
implementing a policy involving
A economic deregulation and cuts
in both taxes and government
spending. Name him.

This Jamaican singer was born on
this day in 1981. Considered one
of the pioneers of reggae, he fused
elements of reggae, ska, and A
rocksteady, and was renowned for
his distinctive vocal and
A songwriting style. Identify him.

A

Visual Question:

Identify this French filmmaker who
was born on this day. He is widely
regarded as one of the founders of
an art movement in France. What
was it? WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

in 1912. She was the wife of which famous
political figure from history?

A

QUESTION 5

This Hungarian-American socialite and actor
was born on February 6, 1917. Her most
famous film was Moulin Rouge. Who was
she?

Questions and Answers to the previous
day’s daily quiz: 1. On February 5, 1958,
the U.S. Air Force lost a hydrogen bomb
named ‘Tybee’ and never recovered it. What
is the U.S. military’s term for such events?
Ans: Broken Arrow incidents

2.1n 1968, a U.S. B-52 aircraft carrying four
thermonuclear bombs crashed onto the sea
ice off the coast of ____. Ans: Greenland

3. After the Soviet Union collapsed, a
former Russian national security advisor
named X said the Russian military had lost
track of roughly 100 “suitcase-sized”
nuclear devices. Ans: Alexander Lebed

4. In 1974, the CIA attempted a secret
$800-million recovery mission called
Project Y. Name Y. Ans: Azorian

5. In 1965, the CIA and Indian Intelligence
tried to install a plutonium-powered
monitoring device atop ___
the blanks. Ans: Nanda Devi

Visual: Name these islands. Ans: Falkland
Islands

Early Birds: Tamal Biswas | Tito
Shiladitya | Arun Kumar Singh | Lalchand
Bhutani | Sukdev Shet

___.Fillin

With relatively minor modifications,
lithium-ion production lines can be adapted
to manufacture sodium-ion cells. This
dramatically lowers the capital barrier to
adoption and allows manufacturers to hedge
against raw material supply risks.

The primary process difference lies in
moisture sensitivity during cell stack
preparation. Sodium-ion batteries require
more stringent vacuum drying conditions, as
residual moisture can have a greater negative
impact on performance. While lithium-ion
cells can tolerate drying at relatively mild
vacuum levels, sodium-ion cells require
deeper vacuum conditions, which may
marginally increase energy consumption and
manufacturing costs. However, as the
industry progresses toward dry electrode
coating and advanced manufacturing
techniques, these challenges are expected to
diminish.

Sodium-ion batteries offer a structurally
different material pathway compared to
lithium-ion systems. Sodium is derived from
abundantly available resources such as soda
ash, which are far more plentiful and
geographically diversified than lithium.
Several sodium-ion chemistries eliminate the
need for critical minerals.

In addition, sodium-ion batteries use
aluminium as the current collector for both
electrodes. Aluminium is cheaper, lighter,
and more widely available than copper,
resulting in cost savings and weight
advantages. These material choices
significantly reduce exposure to global
commodity price volatility and enhance
supply chain resilience, a critical
consideration for a country like India.

Why sodium-ion matters

Taken together, these attributes suggest that
sodium-ion batteries are not merely an
experimental technology but a commercially
viable and strategically important solution.
Cost projections indicate that sodium-ion
batteries could undercut lithium-ion
batteries by 2035. As of 2025, around 70
GWh of sodium-ion manufacturing capacity
is already operational globally, with
expectations of scaling to nearly 400 GWh by
2030. This rapid expansion highlights the
urgency for India to engage early and
decisively with this technology.

Policy, regulatory, and ecosystem
recommendations for India

To ensure sodium-ion batteries become a
meaningful part of India’s energy storage
landscape, a coordinated policy and
regulatory approach is essential. Public
support for upstream battery infrastructure,
such as cathode, anode, electrolyte, and
separator manufacturing, should explicitly
include sodium-ion chemistries rather than
remaining narrowly focused on lithium-ion
systems. Future incentive programs,
including revisions to the PLI framework,
should encourage flexibility, ensuring that
new battery plants are designed to
accommodate both lithium-ion and
sodium-ion production with minimal
retrofitting from the very beginning. From a
regulatory standpoint, standards, safety
codes, and certification pathways must be
updated to explicitly include sodium-ion
batteries, enabling faster commercialisation
and deployment.

EV manufacturers should be encouraged
through procurement policies, pilot
programmes, and regulatory nudges to
type-test and approve vehicle platforms
using sodium-ion batteries alongside
lithium-ion options. This dual-approval
strategy would allow rapid substitution in
response to supply disruptions or cost
fluctuations.

Finally, targeted public funding for R&D,
demonstration projects, and early
deployments, particularly in grid storage,
two- and three-wheeler EVs, and stationary
applications, can help build market
confidence.

By aligning industrial policy, regulation,
and market incentives, India can foster a fair,
resilient, and future-ready battery ecosystem
in which sodium-ion batteries play a central
role.

Jaideep Saraswat leads the Electric Mobility
vertical at Vasudha Foundation where he
focuses on addressing key barriers to EV
adoption and advancing sustainable mobility
solutions; Nikhil Mall is also part of the
Electric Mobility vertical contributing to
research, stakeholder engagement, and
initiatives that promote the transition to clean
transportation

Word of the day

Specious:
plausible but false

Syno NYMS! deceptive, incorrect,
ambiguous

Usa g€ What seemed like solid evidence
turned out to be specious.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/speciouspro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /spi:fas/
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Reality check

CPI overhaul will result in contemporary inflation numbers

here has been criticism that the official CPI

(Consumer Price Index) inflation readings

are divorced from reality. One key reason for
this is the outdated base year of 2011-12,leading to a
disconnect between the CPI basket and current
household spending patterns. An Expert Group has
now come up with detailed recommendations for an
overhaul of the basket.

ATy

The group has suggested much-needed
updates to sources, data collection and
measurement methods as well. These will
lead to the CPI better reflecting the lived
experience of households, and hopefully,
lead to better policymaking. The immediate
impact of using the latest Household
Consumption Expenditure Survey (HCES)
data to revise CPI, will be a reduction in the
combined weight of food items in it and
increase in the services contribution. SBI
Research estimates that food weights in CPI
will fall from over 45 per cent to less than 37
per cent and clothing and footwear from 6.5
per cent to 6.3 per cent. Housing, water and
utilities will gain weight (16.9 to 17.7 per
cent), as will transport/communication (8.6
to 12.4 per cent) and recreation (1.7 to 4.9
per cent). But whether the latest HCES has
accurately captured spends on health
(weight up from 5.9 to 6.1 per cent) and
education (weight down from 4.5 to 3.3 per
cent) remains a question. Lower weight to
food items is likely to reduce volatility in
monthly CPI prints, while the higher
services component could lead to higher
inflation prints.

Several methodological changes will lead
toabroader base of data. The new CPI will be
based on a fresh survey to identify the most
popular markets and shops today. The
sample size will feature 358 items instead of
288 and price data will be compiled from
1,465 rural markets and 1,395 urban
markets, in place of 1,181 and 1,114 so far.
Manual collection and recording of data
using pen and paper, will be replaced by
tablet-assisted interviews. Classification of
items will be harmonised in line with global
standards. A key missing piece in the current
CPIisincomplete data on house rent.
Presently, rent data is only collected from
urban centres. In the new series, it will be
collected both from urban and rural areas.
With rapid digital adoption, online platforms
are now an integral part of shopping habits.
The new series will collect price data not just
from brick-and-mortar shops, but also online
platforms. Prices of key services suchas OTT
streaming platforms and broadband charges
will be collected for CPI.

Gold and silver have been among the most
contentious components of CPL. The new
series tries to standardise their price capture
by defining certain standard pieces of
jewellery. But it is moot whether gold and
silver, which are treated more as assets than
as consumption items, should even find
place in CPI. Overall, the overhaul of CPI on
these lines may usher in greater stability and
predictability to official inflation numbers.
This will aid better monetary policy making
and more realistic Dearness Allowance
revisions for employees.
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iscal consolidation is a widely

accepted objective of

macroeconomic policy,

especially in an environment

of elevated public debt and
heightened global uncertainty. A
credible consolidation path can
strengthen macroeconomic stability by
anchoring expectations and preserving
debt sustainability. Budget 2026 signals
this intent. A fiscal deficit of 4.3 per cent
of GDP, a steady commitment to public
capital expenditure, and a projected
decline in the debt-to-GDP ratio to 55.6
per cent all point to an attempt to
rebuild fiscal space after the
extraordinary expansion of the
pandemic years.

Whether this consolidation plan
ultimately proves effective will depend
not only on numerical targets but on the
composition, financing, and durability of
fiscal adjustment. On current evidence,
Budget 2026 appears to rest on a more
fragile foundation than what the
headline numbers imply.

First, if we look at the details of the
government’s finances in FY27, revenue
receipts are budgeted at approximately
¥35.33 lakh crore, while revenue
expenditure is estimated at around
¥41.251akh crore, implying a revenue
deficit of nearly ¥5.92 lakh crore (around
1.5 per cent of GDP). This suggests that
a substantial share of government
borrowing therefore continues to
finance routine consumption — salaries,
pensions, and subsidies — rather than
asset creation. Although capital
expenditure is budgeted at ¥12.22 lakh
crore (around 3.1 per cent of GDP), itis
partly debt-financed as the revenues do
not cover spending. In this sense, the
headline fiscal deficit understates the
extent to which borrowing supports
non-productive expenditure.

Second, fiscal consolidation is
increasingly constrained by the
arithmetic of past debt. In FY27, interest
payments are budgeted at 14.03 lakh
crore, amounting to nearly 26.3 per cent
of central expenditure and absorbing
around 40 per cent of revenue receipts.
This implies that a substantial share of
government revenues is pre-committed
to debt servicing. With revenues
insufficient to cover interest obligations
on their own, adjustment is likely to
happen through compression of
discretionary spending rather than
through a reconfiguration of the
expenditure or revenue base.

QUALITY OF CONSOLIDATION
Third, the composition of revenues
places further limits on the quality of
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consolidation. Gross tax collections are
projected at about 44 lakh crore, but
after statutory devolution to States, net
tax revenues fall to roughly 328.7 lakh
crore, accounting for over 80 per cent of
total revenue receipts. The effective tax
base remains narrow, with collections
concentrated in personal income tax and
GST, leaving revenues acutely exposed
to cyclical fluctuations. Non-tax
revenues, budgeted at around 6.7 lakh
crore (about 19 per cent of total revenue
receipts), are increasingly drawn from
dividends and profits from public sector
enterprises and the RBI, indicating an
over-dependence on contingent inflows.

Fourth, the growing reliance on RBI
surplus transfers highlights this
vulnerability. In recent years,
exceptionally large transfers (%¥2.69 lakh
crore in dividends in FY25) have played
asignificant role in compressing the
revenue deficit and containing

Non-tax revenues are
increasingly drawn from
dividends and profits
from public sector
enterprises and the

RBI, indicating an
over-dependence on
contingent inflows

borrowing. While such transfers are
institutionally legitimate, they are
inherently contingent on financial
market conditions and the central
bank’s balance sheet. Treating these
windfalls as quasi-structural revenues
risks obscuring underlying fiscal
weaknesses and introduces an element
of balance-sheet dependence into fiscal
planning.

Public capital expenditure is meant to
be the growth offset to these
constraints, and it remains the
centrepiece of the Budget’s economic
narrative. Although capital outlays have
increased substantially in absolute
terms, as a share of GDP, they remain
broadly flat at 3.1 per cent, unchanged
from the revised estimates for FY26. In
an economy marked by
underemployment and hesitant private
investment, the growth multipliers from
public capex cannot be assumed to rise
indefinitely, especially in the absence of
complementary institutional reforms
and credible demand expansion.

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Fifth, the trade-offs become clearer
when one turns to human development.
Union expenditure on health in FY27is
budgeted at approximately ¥1.06 lakh
crore (or about 0.27 per cent of GDP).
Even after including State spending,
total public health expenditure remains
less than 1.4 per cent of GDP, well below

ETTY IMAGES

the 2.5 per cent target set by the
National Health Policy. Union
expenditure on education stands at
around ¥1.39 lakh crore (approximately
0.35 per cent of GDP), while combined
public spending is between 4.1-4.6 per
cent of GDP, far short of the 6 per cent
benchmark reiterated in the National
Education Policy. With consumer
inflation moderating to 4.5-5 per cent
over the past two years, nominal
increases essentially serve to preserve
real spending levels rather than expand
them. In effect, consolidation is being
achieved by postponing investment in
human capital, weakening the very
growth base on which durable fiscal
sustainability rests.

The projected decline in the
debt-to-GDP ratio to 55.6 per cent is
therefore best read as a necessary but
insufficient condition for fiscal
sustainability. Debt levels depend not
only on deficit compression, but on the
quality of growth that fiscal policy
enables. Consolidation built on
restrained social spending and reliance
on contingent revenues may stabilise
ratios in the short run, but without
deeper investments in human capital
and revenue capacity, it remains
exposed to the very growth slowdowns it
seeks to guard against.

The writers are faculty members in the Economics &
Public Policy Area at IIM Ranchi. Views are personal

16th finance panel rewards performance

Formula tweaks will benefit southern States, but Commission could have pushed harder for fiscal reforms

—
Govind Bhattacharjee

inance Commission
F recommendations are based on
the three principles of equity,
equalisation and efficiency. The last two
FCsadded a fourth: environment, while
overlooking efficiency.

The 16th FC brought back the focus
on efficiency, and introduced for the
first time a new parameter to measure
this in the form of a State’s contribution
to the national GDP, and assigning 10
per cent weightage to this parameter.
Obviously, the southern States, which
had lost their shares due to the
population base getting changed from
1971 to 2011 from the 15th FC, would be
more than compensated for by this
change. Indeed, the 16th FC did not alter
any other parameter radically, except
redefining and making minor
adjustments in some, but it corrected
the aberrations introduced by the 15th
FCin the transfer formula which now
seems more legitimate.

The vertical devolution, the share of
divisible pool to be shared with the
States, has remained unchanged at 41
per cent — but the weightage on
parameters to determine the inter se
share of the States in the horizontal
devolution has undergone some
changes. While the weightage ona
State’s share of 2011 population has
increased to 17.5 per cent from the
current 15 per cent recommended by

the 15th FC, that on the share of a
State’s area has decreased from 15 per
cent to 10 per cent now. Weightage of
the equalising parameter, income
distance — that is, the distance of per
capitaincome of a State (average of
three years) from the average of the
three highest per capita income States
— hasbeen reduced marginally to 42.5
per cent from 45 per cent.

CHANGING PARAMETERS

The 16th FC has also expanded the
definition of the lone environmental
parameter, that is, forest cover, by
adding open forests with a canopy
density of 10-40 per cent to the earlier
definition of medium and dense forest
covers with higher canopy densities.
Additionally, it has also rewarded the
States for increasing their shares of
forest areas between 2015 and 2023. The
share of a State is now calculated by
assigning 80 per cent weightage to its
share of national forest cover and 20 per
cent weightage to its share in the
increase. Thus calculated, this share is
then given 10 per cent weightage in the
horizontal devolution formula, the same
as earlier.

Demographic performance,
introduced by the 15th FC, was defined
by the inverse of total fertility rate
(TFR). The 16th FC has rejected the
concept of using the inverse of TFRas a
performance indicator, arguing instead
that the States which have stabilised
their populations are now staring at the

RED FLAG. Theissue ofﬁscally
unsustainable subsidies istock

prospect of ageing populations without
enough workers to support them which
will affect future growth, and hence the
reward for lower population through
TFR need to be phased out. Thus, it has
redefined demographic performance as
the inverse of population growth rates
between 1971 and 2011 and also reduced
the weightage of this parameter from
12.5 per cent to 10 per cent.

These adjustments enabled the 16th
FC tointroduce the new efficiency
parameter — State’s contribution to the
national GDP with 10 per cent
weightage, by supplanting the earlier
parameter of tax effort with 2.5 per cent
weightage. However, these
contributions would show wide
variation across States, especially at the
top and bottom ends, causing huge
differences in devolutions to the obvious
disadvantage of poorer States. To
moderate these differences, the FC

modified this parameter by defining a
State’s share as the ratio of square root
of its GSDP to sum of square root of
GSDP of all States, which would
moderate the shares of the higher
income States. The net result of these
changes introduced in the devolution
formula is that save Tamil Nadu, all
other southern States would now
receive a larger share of the devolution,
as would Maharashtra, Gujrat, Haryana
and Punjab. All Hindi belt States except
Jharkhand would see their shares in the
total devolution go down and so would
be the case with West Bengal, Odisha,
and all north eastern States except
Assam and Mizoram. But for both
groups, the changes would be marginal.

The FC red-flagged the issue of
fiscally unsustainable subsidies —
especially the unconditional cash
transfers, that is, freebies, which are
claiming increasing shares of States’
revenue expenditure and turning many
States’ revenue account into red. But
perhaps realising its own limitations, the
FC only made some general
recommendations for better targeting
and rationalisation. The previous FCs
had forcefully argued for establishing an
independent Fiscal Council to restrain
the governments’ populist tendencies.
This recommendation was singularly
absentin the 16th FC report.

The writer, aformer Director General of the CAG of
India, is currently Professor at Arun Jaitley National
Institute of Financial Management
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Better weather forecasts
This refers to ‘Accuracy of severe
weather forecast up 30-40%in 10
years’ (February 5). The alerts.
improvement in forecast accuracy

comes from better satellites, Villupuram, TN stakeholders informed, instead of discourage consumption of goods
Doppler radars, ocean buoys, faster allowing speculation to fill the gaps. fallingin its purview.

computers and Multi-Model Tariff clarity needed A Myilsami S Ramakrishnasayee

Ensemble systems that combine Apropos ‘Tariff cheer’ (February 5), Coimbatore Chennai

many weather models. the reported easing of US tariffs on

Forecasts are usually updated every Indian goods is encouraging, but the Effect of sin tax Giving farmers aleg-up

6-12 hours, but fast-changing events
like heavy rain and cyclones need
updates every few hours using live
radar, satellite and ground data.
New technology should work along

with local weather stations so that
regular updates and clear warnings
can reduce missed and false rain

S Balasubramaniyan

larger concern lies in the lack of
clarity around timing, scope and
conditions.

What industry and exporters need
now is aclear, jointly signed

statement that spells out what has
been agreed, what remains under
negotiation, and when changes will
take effect. The government should
also keep Parliament and

Apropos ‘High taxes on cigarettes
may fuel illicit trade, hurt collection’
(February 5), there is absolutely no
denying that in this part of the world,
controland corruption go handin

hand. But then, if there is good
governance, then taxes on sin goods
(for instance, cigarettes) will not lead
toillicit trade or corruption. After all,
the very purpose of sin tax s to

‘Big vision, but little relief for
agriculture’ (February 5) rightly
underlines the widening gap
between the government’s
long-term technological ambitions

and the farmer’s immediate
economic distress. While initiatives
suchas the Bharat-VISTAAR Al
platform and promotion of
high-value crops signal future
readiness, they offer little comfort to
farmers facing stagnant real incomes
and rising input costs today. For
“Agriculture 4.0” to be truly inclusive,
Al-driven advisories must be
matched with credible price
assurance and an effective
procurement mechanism for
non-cereal crops.

Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri

Warangal, Telangana
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Bharat Vistaar’s potential

Making digital advisories work for the farmers

—
Kushankur Dey

he ‘Bharat-Vistaar’,a
I virtually integrated
system to access
agricultural resources,
announced in the Budget,isa
timely leap in shaping the digital
agriculture trajectory.

India Al government initiative,
hasrevealed that the global ATin
agriculture market is projected to
grow to $4.7 billion by 2028 from
$1.7billion in 2023,a CAGR of
23.1 per cent.

Digital advisory services
powered by Al strengthen farmer
decision-making and enhance
farm productivity by blending
insights of supervised language
models with the scientific
advisory of the agricultural
research and extension system.

The Finance Minister made it
clear that Vistaar will be an open,
federated, multilingual AT
platform that will allow farmers
to access real-time data, and
seamlessly track various
government schemes, thereby
reducing farming risks.

However, a few policyissues,
regarding the framework or
design principles to be used to
develop the ‘Vistaar’ platform
remain. Howwill it differ from
conventional platforms that offer
plain-vanilla and customised
digital advisory services,and what
checks and balances will the
government adopt to maintain
service quality?

To curate the Vistaar platform,
aninclusive multi-stakeholder
pathway for the accelerated
convergence of Al technologies
(IMPACT) can be adopted. Here
are some guiding principles to
ensure the responsible use of Al
inbusinesses, which apply to
agriculture.

First, prioritising farmers’
interests and safety must be
considered in Al-enabled large
language models. ‘Do no harm’
principle must guide ‘Vistaar’
platform development as FaaS.

Second, arisk-based regulatory
architecture must be framed,
with self-regulation as the
standard, except in sensitive
areas where strict oversightis
required to ring-fence farmers
from misuse of their data.

Third, the Al ecosystem needs
facilitation, with Central/State
governments acting as enablers
by enacting legislation,
implementing policies, and
providing data access.

Fourth, catalysing AT adoption
among different categories of
farmers requires consideration of
their socio-cultural and economic
factors, and impact evaluation of

: kit
AGRI OPS. Digital push em

digital agriculture projects
nudging farmers’
decision-making and the benefits
theyrealise from using timely
digital advisories.

Atransparent and robust
supervised Al system must be in
place to enhance trustand
reciprocity between farmers and
the Al chatbot.

POLICY SUGGESTIONS

The Centre has already employed
Al and IoT-enabled systems to
improve crop productivity and
farmer livelihoods. However, a
concerted effort is needed to
understand the digital
agri-market and to plug the
supply-and-demand gap by
linking farmers to
Al-chatbot-enabled ‘smart’and
authentic digital services.

Thus, Vistaar should be
developed as a hyper-local
platform that on-boards
complementers to develop
agroecology-mapped solutions
and disseminates packaged
multilingual crop advisory
services to farmers. In this regard,
the network of agricultural
extension, such as ATMA, must
be appropriately leveraged.

Though %150 crore was
allocated to Vistaar for the first
year, it could converge with the
digital farm mission project
unveiled in 2024-25, which
includes the two pillars:
Agri-stack and the Krishi decision
support system. The impact of
the foundational pillars on digital
crop surveyand crop loss
assessment, and on credit offtake
and farm income support, should
be assessed using the Vistaar
platform. To improve the
effectiveness and equitable access
of Al-enabled advisory services,
model training with reliable big
datais needed. Additionally,
village-level entrepreneurs or
farmer producer organisations
(FPOs) and the extension wing of
state agricultural universities
must be roped in to assess the
authenticity of advisory services.

The writer is Associate Professor, [IM Lucknow.
Views expressed are personal
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Ambani brothers clash again

The Ambani brothers have started another round of war of words. The main
issue now is almost the same as that of the first round: control of the group’s
businesses. Mr Anil Ambani on Sunday alleged that even eight months after the
announcement of the division of business between the two groups, RIL, the
flag ship company controlled by Mr Mukesh Ambani, has not transferred the
management and control of the four demerged companies to the Anil

Dhirubhai Ambani Group (ADAG).

Webasto Motherson shifts assembly line to India

Webasto Motherson, a joint venture between Webasto AG and Motherson, has
relocated an assembly line from Germany to India and plans to use the facility
to increase the sourcing of automotive sun roofs from its India operations.

CAs can now take up audit work in US

The Institute of Chartered Accountants of India (ICAI) has decided to remove
the restriction on practising chartered accountants or accountancy firms from
taking up audit or certification work in the US even if they are members of the
American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA).

Don’t neglect higher education

AGE FACTOR. States with a high share of youth tend to spend less on higher education, nullifying their demographic dividend

ANAJALIKRISHNA SUDHAKARAN
ASWATHY RACHEL VARUGHESE

ndia’s demographic dividend is

often presented as a national

asset that can propel growth for

decades. The RBI’s latest State

Finances report urges us to look
beyond this optimism.

By classifying States into youthful,
intermediate and ageing categories and
mapping their fiscal behaviour, the
report reveals an uncomfortable truth.
While demographic transitions differ
sharply across States, education
spending responses do not. Worse,
where spending does respond to
demography, it does so in ways that may
weaken, rather than strengthen, the
demographic dividend.

MANY TRANSITIONS

The RBI groups States based on the
share of population aged 60 and above as
youthful States (below 10 per cent),
intermediate States (10-15 per cent),
and ageing States (above 15 per cent).
Kerala and Tamil Nadu have already
crossed into the ageing category, and by
2036 more than half of India’s States are
projected to follow.

In contrary, States such as Bihar,
Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and
Jharkhand will remain youthful for
much longer, supplying labour to the
national economy well into the 2040s.

This staggered transition should
ideally result in differentiated fiscal
strategies. Youthful States need to
invest aggressively in human capital to
absorb future labour market entrants,
while ageing States must balance social
security needs with
productivity-enhancing expenditure.
Yet the data show a convergence in one
critical respect that education is steadily
losing fiscal priority across all
demographic cohorts.

The first warning signal emerges from
the growth rate of education
expenditure itself. Average y-o-y
education spending is highest in
youthful States at about 6.1 per cent,
declines to 5.1 per cent in intermediate
States, and falls further to around 4.1 per
centin ageing States during
(2014-2024). Individual States,
Rajasthan among youthful States,
Chhattisgarh among intermediate
States, and Tamil Nadu among ageing
States do not alter the broader pattern.
Education spending growth slows
broadly in line with demographic ageing.

Demographic dissonance

Education spending growth slows as States age
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As States age, pension and healthcare
obligations rise, compressing
discretionary spending. However, this
logic ignores a crucial point —
demographic ageing does not reduce the
need for education rather it changes its
nature.

Slower education spending in ageing
States risks undermining productivity
gains needed to offset labour shortages.
More critically, this deceleration sets a
benchmark that even youthful States
appear to follow.

The real problem lies in what States
spend on. If slowing growth were the
onlyissue, it might still be manageable.
The deeper concern lies in the
composition of education expenditure.

Across all demographic groups,
school education overwhelmingly
dominates State education budgets. On
average, nearly 87 per cent of education
expenditure in youthful States is
devoted to school education, leaving just
over 11 per cent for higher education.
Intermediate States show a similar
pattern, with around 86 per cent for
school education and less than 12 per
cent for higher education. Even in
ageing States, where higher education
shares are marginally better, school
education still absorbs about 80 per cent
of the total.

A few States, Kerala, Jharkhand and
Haryana allocate relatively higher shares
to higher education, but these remain

If slowing growth were
the only issue, it might
still be manageable.
The deeper concern lies
in the composition of
education expenditure

exceptions. Even States with the largest
and longest demographic dividends are
not prioritising higher education.

HIGHER EDUCATION VITAL

This imbalance matters because labour
markets reward skills, credentials and
adaptability far more than years of
schooling alone. School education builds
foundational capabilities, but higher
education and advanced skilling
determine employability, productivity
and innovation. Expanding school
enrolment without commensurate
investment in universities, technical
institutions and research systems
creates a bottleneck at the point of
labour market entry.

International experience reinforces
this concern. Economies in East Asia
that successfully converted their
demographic dividends into sustained
growth combined universal schooling
with strong investments in tertiary
education, vocational training and
research. India, by contrast, spends
roughly 85 per cent of its education
budget on school education and barely
11 per cent on higher education.

The ironyis that youthful States are
not fiscally helpless. Many of them enjoy
better revenue mobilisation and lower
committed expenditure ratios than
ageing States. In principle, this provides
greater fiscal headroom to invest in
higher education.

Yet education’s share within social
sector expenditure has declined even in
these States, as budgets tilt towards
subsidies, transfers and urban services.
The result is a strategic neglect of higher
education at precisely the moment when
these States should be expanding
capacity to absorb millions of future
workers. The cost of this neglect will
surface elsewhere in educated

unemployment, informality, migration
distress and eventually weaker tax
buoyancy.

Intermediate States face a narrowing
demographic window. They must
simultaneously prepare for ageing while
still investing in growth. If higher
education is postponed during this
phase, the opportunity to reap
productivity gains may be lost
permanently.

Ageing States confront a different
trap. Rising pension and healthcare
obligations, clearly documented in the
State Finances report, compress
discretionary spending.

However, cutting back on higher
education and research undermines
productivity growth, which is essential
to sustain revenues with a shrinking
workforce.

Healthy ageing, longer working lives
and the emergence of a ‘silver economy’
all depend on continuous skill
upgrading.

BEYOND DEFICITS

One reason level-wise education
spending receives limited attention is
institutional and political. School
education is visible and decentralised,
while higher education is complex,
capital-intensive and slower to yield
results. Its returns accrue over time and
across jurisdictions, making it
vulnerable in a fiscal discourse
dominated by short-term deficit and
debt metrics.

Youthful States must ring-fence and
expand higher education spending.
Intermediate States must rebalance
before ageing pressures harden. Ageing
States need efficiency gains and revenue
reforms to prevent pensions from
crowding out human capital investment.

WAY FORWARD

Ageing is already slowing education
spending. Youthful States, instead of
compensating, are neglecting higher
education. Together, these trends risk
squandering India’s demographic
dividend.

A demographic dividend without
higher education is a wasting asset. The
fiscal bill lower growth, weaker revenues
and higher welfare dependence will
arrive with a lag, but it will arrive
nonetheless.

If demographic change is destiny,
then education policy, especially at the
higher level, is the instrument through
which States can shape that destiny
rather than merely react toiit.

Sudhakaran is a PhD. Scholar; Varughese is an Assistant
Professor, Gulati Institute of Finance and Taxation,
Thiruvananthapuram

EU unfreezes US trade deal after Trump’s Greenland u-turn

Jorge Valero

he European Parliament has
I agreed to restart the ratification

process of a frozen trade deal
with the US after US President Donald
Trump walked back his threats to seize
Greenland. EU lawmakers on the trade
committee made the move on
Wednesday, rescheduling a cancelled
committee vote to adopt the European
Union’s trade pact with the US, which
was struck last summer but never fully
implemented. The vote could take
place on February 24, committee chair
Bernd Lange said on X.

The decision does not guarantee
easy passage for the free-trade
agreement. There are still prominent
EU lawmakers expressing scepticism.
If the deal gets committee sign off, it
would then face a full Parliament vote.

Within minutes of Wednesday’s
announcement, Parliament’s

second-largest group, the centre-left
Socialists and Democrats, vowed to not
support the deal unless it includes a
clause suspending the agreement if the
US threatens EU sovereignty.

“We will not rubber-stamp any deal,”
Lange said in a statement. “We still
have negotiations ahead of us to
improve it.”

IN FAVOUR OF DEAL

Conversely, Parliament’s largest group,
the centre-right European People’s
Party came out emphatically in favour
of the deal, arguing that continuing to
block it would only pile more costs on
EU businesses.

“Our businesses cannot wait, and
neither can our economy,” said Zeljana
Zovko, the group’s lead EU lawmaker
on US trade relations, in a statement.
“We must move forward now.”

The EU-US trade pact was put on
pause last month, with EU lawmakers

EU-US TRADE DEAL. Has faced a
rocky path in European Parliament reurers

citing Trump’s “coercive” actions over
Greenland, a Danish territory.

But after Trump retracted his vow to
hit European countries with tariffs
until they ceded the Arcticisland,
European Parliament President
Roberta Metsola said she wanted to
resume the approval process. The trade
deal was initially clinched last July. The

EU agreed to remove nearly all tariffs
on American products, while accepting
a 15 per cent duty on most exports to
the US and a 50 per cent levy on steel
and aluminium.

The imbalanced accord prompted
criticism in Europe, but EU officials
and numerous leaders defendeditasa
way to stabilise the relationship with
the bloc’s largest trading partner. The
EU was also hoping to keep Trump on
its side in Ukraine.

Even before Trump’s Greenland
tariff threat, the EU-US trade deal
faced arocky path in the European
Parliament. A group of EU lawmakers
opposed the deal from the start, and
criticism mounted after the US
extended its 50 per cent metals tariff to
hundreds of additional products. The
US then demanded changes to EU tech
rules in exchange for rolling back the
expanded tariffs, drawing further ire
from opponents. sLoomeers
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EASY

ACROSS
02. Copy, impersonate (5)

DOWN

05. Inflammatory swelling as
inarmpit (4)

07. To catch (stocking) (4)
08. Humbug (8)

09. Opposite of abstract (8)
11. No score (cricket) (4)
12. Weather expert (13)

15. A giant (archaic) (4)

04. Hide (7)

next round (3)

01. Give solace to (7)
02. Attack and rob in the street (3)
03. Grind meat etc (5)

05. A pass without contest to
06. Fundamental (5)

10. Remove dirt from (5)
11. Doctrine laid down (5)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

02. Copy somebody such as Puccini heroine and lead

contralto (5)

07. Hidden obstacle may start ladder in stocking (4)

08. With Ness, none can work out if it’s rubbish (8)

09. Not being abstract, it can be used in building (8)

11. Bob down under eider (4)

12. He has his highs and lows and can tell whether it sounds

like it (13)

DOWN
01. At which organist is seated to give one comfort (7)
02. One may be a fool to drink from it (3)

05. Inflammatory swelling starts below ulna before operation (4) 03. Carbon in a pit one will chop up small (5)

04. Don't show company broken lance (7)

05. An extra leg, it might be (3)

06. Is in a taxi raised by computer language (5)

10. If not carrying a gun, may be guiltless (5)

11. Could go mad with this code of belief (5)

13. Ecstasy is put out in uncommon surroundings (7)
14. Wild about the pounds retrieved from the

17. High pointed rock (8)
19. Opening, hole (8)

21. Bird’s crop (4)

22. Decapod crustacean (4)
23. Made less

constricting (5)

13. Extreme delight (7)

14. Rescue of property from fire etc (7)
16. Drunkard (5)

18. Requires (5)

20. Apply friction to (3)

21. Fish (3)

15. Old giant of the tennis court (4)

17. First lieutenant in a boat to reach the peak (8)

19. A hole up a tree could show robin’s head in it (8)

21. Crop of corninitially uncooked (4)
22. Side-walker may frustrate one (4)

23. Stopped, took top off, and relaxed the pressure (5)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2610

ACROSS 1. Matter-of-fact 8. Imitable 9. Part 11. Caste 12. Crucial 13. Nerd 15. Seat 19. Outline 20. Sight 22. Apex 23. Fireball 24. Extortionate
DOWN 2. Amiss 3. Tracer 4. Relict 5. Avarice 6. Tittle-tattle 7. Disconsolate 10. Fun 14. Retreat 16. Fit 17. Medici 18. Astern 21. Graft

wreckage (7)
16. Habitual drinker gives pot up with hesitation (5)

18. Doesn't have requirements such as these (5)
20. Difficulty with which one may apply friction? (3)
21. Fishis intended as a joke (3)

A ND-NDE
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Critical alliance
for the future

The battle to control rare earth minerals has
started in earnest. India should not fall behind

ith rare earth minerals emerging as the

next big resource for nations seeking to

stay ahead in the race for global power,

the US has unveiled its most ambitious
plans yet to corral countries into a coalition of the
willing for critical minerals that will coordinate
price floors for materials used in semiconductors,
electric vehicles, wind turbines, aerospace and
defence. The only factor behind this move is
countering China’s dominance of the sector — it
mines almost 60% of the world’s rare earths and
processes about 90%.

India’s initiatives such as establishing a domestic
ecosystem for rare earth permanent magnets and
creation of dedicated rare earth corridors are a pointer
to the centrality of self-sufficiency in this area, and
external affairs minister S Jaishankar was in
attendance in Washington as US vice president JD
Vance unveiled the preferential trade bloc of more
than 50 nations. The Forum on Resource Geostrategic
Engagement (FORGE) will focus on mineral policy,
extraction and pricing and complement Pax Silica,
another US-led initiative focused on Al-related supply
chains. Both initiatives point to an emerging global
battle front, where the leaders are scouting for allies in
self-interest and to guard against any power cornering
rare but crucial resources.

India’s concern is understandable as domestic
manufacturing of electric vehicles and other sectors
were impacted last year when China suddenly curbed
the exports of rare earth minerals. The new US-led
bloc is a key platform, and it is important for India to
have a seat at the table, simply to avert any overt
dominance of China over critical minerals. Similarly,
the US-led Pax Silica initiative, which India is
expected to join, is crucial at a time when the US is
aggressively concluding agreements on critical
minerals with countries such as Australia, Japan,
South Korea and Thailand. India has six percent of
global rare earth reserves, as against Vietnam’s 19%.
Delhi must rapidly ramp up its expertise in both
extraction and processing to be taken as a serious
player at a time when such assets are increasingly
being used for national security leverage.
Participation in multilateral efforts such as the US
initiative will help, as will speeding up cooperation
under agreements India has signed with nations
including Argentina and Australia.

Lakshadweep islands
are not just real estate

he Lakshadweep archipelago is India’s eastern
Tfrontier. Only about 32 sq km of the Union

territory (UT) is land, while 4,200 sq km is lagoon.
This makes itimportant from a strategic and an
ecological perspective, which is why the islanders’
protest against the UT administration’s move to
acquire 101,020 sq m of private land for tourism and
other projects at Agatti Island calls for attention.

Residents have alleged that the administration has
ignored the gram sabhas and owners while trying to
acquire the land, about 3% of Agatti’s land mass.
This is unacceptable; the law mandates getting the
local community’s consent even when the
acquisition is for a public purpose or utility. In this
case, the intent is to promote tourism. The UT
administration has been trying to modify property
laws that govern land ownership and use in the
islands, to facilitate what it deems as development,
despite opposition from the islanders and scientists
who say the archipelago’s fragile ecosystem will
crumble in the face of aggressive tourism projects.
Private developers, backed by the administration,
have been lobbying for permission to build luxury
tent cities and beach and lagoon villas.

Lakshadweep is at the frontline of India’s battle
against the climate crisis. Surface temperature in the
surrounding sea has increased in recent years, causing
mass bleaching of corals. The Arabian Sea is reporting
increased cyclonic activity, which should caution
against promoting construction along beaches. Waste
and effluents from beachside tourism projects will
pollute the lagoons and damage the marine ecosystem.
Climate justice has to be at the core of governance. The
administration needs to be in conversation with the
islanders and involve them in decision-making. The
administration should stop infantilising the local
communities, but recognise climate vulnerabilities
and their cultural sensitivities, and acknowledge their
agency while framing policies that impact their lives
and livelihoods.

Why India needs a
new gold standard

Treating household
ownership of gold as
consumption skews
inflation, current
account balances and per
capita wealth numbers

s gold a consumable item or is

it an asset? The question looks

silly — of course, it is an asset.

It has been a store of value

over millennia and, in contem-

porary times, central banks
own it as a part of their reserves. But
policymakers and economists have
treated individually-held gold as a
consumable and excluded it from
the asset list owned by households
in many important numbers. Yet,
the Indian household’s ownership of
gold has made global headlines over
the years. India needs to rethink the
way it accounts for gold in its
national statistics and put pressure
on global inequality lists to take note
of the role of gold as an asset for the
Indian household.

Gold, in itself, has no value. A
stock or a bond, for example, has an
underlying business that is an asset
or a loan that generates an income.
There is a price for gold because
there is demand. The same can be
said for many metals, and now cryp-
to-coins, that have no use by them-

selves but have a price because there
is a demand. Gold stands apart sim-
ply because of the collective mem-
ory of it being an asset that has sur-
vived the pressures of time and has
remained a store of value — some-
thing that does not lose value over
the long sweep of history.

India treats gold as an asset for all
practical purposes. The Reserve
Bank of India owns around 880 ton-
nes of gold as a part of India’s
reserves — or liquid assets that are
acceptable to other coun-
tries. Gold is taxed as an
asset, with long-term capi-
tal gains at 12.5%. Gold is
used as collateral to raise
loans and the organised
gold loan market is a huge
15 trillion. The unorga-
nised market might be even
larger.

But there are three num-
bers that treat gold as hair oil —a
consumable. As if the minute a
housewife buys jewellery, it goes
from being an asset to being a “per-
sonal effect”. It is true that gold jew-
ellery loses 25-30% of its value due
to “making” charges, and is not the
best way to invest in gold. However,
even after the making charges are
accounted for, the rest is still pre-
cious metal and is good enough to
be used as collateral when she uses
it to secure a loan.

One, on the consumer price index

Moﬁika
Halan

(CPI), gold is treated as an item
under “personal care and effects”.
Gold comes clubbed along with
items such as soaps, shampoos, and
hair oil. Including gold in CPI has
distorted India’s inflation numbers
during the current bull run in gold
prices. India’s CPI has been over-
stated, giving wrong signals to the
interest-rate setting RBL. Hopefully,
this anomaly is corrected in the near
future as the Expert Group Report
on Comprehensive Updation of Con-
sumer Price Index has rec-
ommended that gold and
silver jewellery be moved
out of the CPIL That it has
taken independent India till
2026 to have such a recom-
mendation is in itself a
commentary on the Indian
statistical machinery.

Two, gold imports dis-
tort India’s current account
numbers. Gold imports are treated
as imports of goods and services and
not of an asset. The capital account
records foreign portfolio and direct
investments and other “assets”, but
gold is seen as a consumable. This
distorts India’s balance of payments
negatively when gold imports surge.
This too needs a rethink.

Three, global per capita wealth
and inequality numbers usually
ignore gold ownership by house-
holds focusing on financial assets
and property. The UBS Global

asset that has survived the pressures of time.

Wealth Report 2025, for example,
defines net worth or wealth as the
value of their financial and real
assets, less their debts. Real assets
considered are principally housing.
But this is an incorrect valuation of
household wealth.

Indian households owned around
34,600 tonnes of gold as of June
2025. At a current valuation of $163
million per tonne, this is a total
household wealth of $5.6 trillion, or
almost $3,800 per person. It is use-
ful to see how the Indian GDP is at
$4.19 trillion and per capita income
is $2,900 compared with the wealth
that an average Indian household
owns. Gold ornaments, coins and
bars are a common item of
exchange during weddings and
other occasions. The gold worn on
the person of domestic workers
sometimes outshines that worn
everyday by others who might have
financial assets or tote branded bags
that masquerade as assets.

HT ARCHIVE

There is clearly a need to rework
the way gold is accounted for in our
inflation and balance of payment
data. When India imported global
norms of accounting at Independ-
ence, we were of no account in the
world in economic terms. In 2026,
that story has changed dramatically.
Viksit Bharat must write its own
rules taking into account its wealth
realities. India should also develop
its own wealth metrics that account
for ownership of gold and informal
assets that are not valued on stock
markets but are a part of the individ-
ual asset basket.

Gold prices are high today due to
a reset in the global order. We
should use the attention the yellow
metal is getting to change our data
systems and wealth metrics.

Monika Halan is the best-selling
author of the Let’s Talk

series of books on money.

The views expressed are personal

Trade route to closer
relations with the EU

ndia has a rich trading relationship with

Europe that dates back to 250 BC, even

predating the Silk Road. For most of the

2,000 years since, Indian muslins, cotton,
handicrafts, spices, emeralds, and gems were
the most coveted merchandise in interna-
tional trade, a bulk of which made their way
to Europe. In return, gold and silver poured
into India to pay for these. The Indo-Europe
trade achieved great scale and proportions in
its halcyon days.

The efforts to cement this relationship
through a comprehensive free trade agree-
ment (FTA) with the European Union started
in 2007. The negotiations had to be aban-
doned in 2013 due to serious differences in
positions on multiple issues. The negotiations
started afresh in 2022, and despite the enor-
mity and complexity of the challenges, could
be completed only due to the strong commit-
ment and visionary leadership of the two par-
ties. Importantly, the FTA that both sides have
negotiated is a reaffirmation of the rules-
based trading relationship in an e
increasingly fragile global economic
order. The agreement is historic not d
merely because of the breadth and
depth of the topics and disciplines,
butalso because both sides reached
common ground on many difficult

The India-EU FTA is perhaps the
most consequential trade deal con-
cluded in recent times. It could cre-
ate one of the largest free trade areas in the
world, comprising almost 2 billion people and
28 countries that represent 25% of the global
GDP. In addition, the agreement is modern
and novel in its treatment of issues and con-
cerns. The agreement has up-to-date and sub-
stantive disciplines as well as procedural pro-
visions for deepening the trade relationship.
The agreement establishes a new template for
addressing market access and regulatory bar-
riers both on goods and services, which rein-
forces traditional disciplines with innovative
elements. For example, the rules of origin
chapter ensures that only products with sub-
stantial processing or production in the part-
ner countries are granted country of origin
status; this is achieved through detailed and
intricate product-specific rules that seek to
align with existing and newer supply chains.
In addition, the agreement replicates intellec-
tual property protections with an added focus
on promoting the transfer of technology and
information flows.

The critical focus of the agreement is the
two parties opening up their vast and expan-
sive markets to each other. The agreement
offers market access for more than 99% of
India’s export trade by value, of which at least
90% will receive immediate duty elimination
once the agreement comes into force. Nota-
bly, the labour-intensive items such as textiles
and clothing, leather, gems and jewellery,
wood and wooden crafts, and marine prod-
ucts will receive early gains. It will also enable
industries such as chemicals, electronics,
agri-processing, and minerals to diversify

THE KEY CHALLENGE IN
NEGOTIATING THE FTA
WAS REALISING THE
AMBITIONS ON OPENING
UP MARKETS WITHOUT
COMPROMISING THE
CONCERNS AND
SENSITIVITIES OF
SEVERAL SIGNIFICANT
STAKEHOLDER GROUPS

: Rajesh
1ssues. Ag rawal

their exports in the vibrant EU common mar-
ket. While India has allowed market access for
the EU’s automobiles, this has been done in a
phased and calibrated manner, through tariff
quotas. Likewise, India’s concessions on the
EU’s wine seek to protect the interests of the
domestic industry, while encouraging compe-
tition in the higher price segments.

Services trade offers significant potential in
the India-EU trade relationship. India has
received commitments from the EU for 144
services sectors under the agreement, which
is unprecedented. In addition, the chapter on
mobility ensures that the temporary entry and
stay of professionals and contractual service
suppliers will be smoother and more assured,
implying that India’s talented service profes-
sionals can establish their presence in the EU
market. The annex on financial services pro-
vides for greater engagement between India
and the EU on electronic payment systems,
including leveraging India’s technological
expertise in digital payment systems such as

\ the UPL The agreement also provides
the possibility for the practitioners of
AYUSH and traditional medicine to
provide their services in the EU with
greater certainty.

The FTA seeks to nurture a freer,
fairer, and mutually beneficial rela-
tionship between the two large mar-
kets. The chapter on trade and sus-
tainable development sets a new
model of cooperation in relation to
sustainability concerns. The chapter holisti-
cally integrates the objective of sustainable
development into the trade relationship, with-
out seeking to harmonise labour or environ-
ment standards of the parties. The thrust of
the engagement is on policy dialogue, techni-
cal assistance, and mobilisation of financial
tools and resources. Both sides have also
negotiated mechanisms such as the rapid
reaction mechanism, non-violation com-
plaints, and standalone annexes that could
address specific concerns with respect to cer-
tain policy measures or product-specific
measures.

The key challenge in negotiating the FTA
was realising heightened ambitions on open-
ing up markets without compromising the
concerns and sensitivities of significant stake-
holders — for example, the dairy and agricul-
tural sector. The income and livelihood con-
cerns of small and marginal farmers and cer-
tain industry segments were uppermost in the
negotiators’ minds. To be fair, the EU also
demonstrated much-needed flexibility in this
regard.

In an era of supply chain disruptions, the
India-EU free trade agreement will comple-
ment the gains from the India-UK FTA, EFTA,
and other comprehensive trade agreements.
Since 2021, India has concluded nine compre-
hensive trade agreements and is currently in
negotiations for several others. The conclu-
sion of the India-EU trade agreement will
serve as a catalyst for hastening more eco-
nomic and trade engagements.

The India-EU FTA is a major step in achiev-
ing expanded market access, closer economic
integration, and deepening strategic auton-
omy and resilience, especially in an uncertain
and volatile global economy. As economic his-
torians note, economic prosperity can be best
achieved when nations trade with each other
based on fair, rules-based, and predictable
legal frameworks and institutions. The
India-EU FTA seeks to uphold this time-tested
principle.

Rajesh Agrawal is commerce secretary,
government of India. The views
expressed are personal
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China’s nuclear capabilities are of a
totally different scale from those of

the US and Russia, and China will not
participate in nuclear disarmament
negotiations at this stage

HT

Reimagining India’s health
system for future challenges

he launch of the Lancet Commission on

Reimagining India’s Health System late

January prompted the question: Are we

building a health system for yesterday’s
diseases or tomorrow’s India? India’s health
challenge is not just about paying for care, but
ensuring that people are guided through the sys-
tem with dignity and continuity.

Asthe founding CEO of Ayushman Bharat, I
have witnessed both the promise and the limita-
tions of health reform firsthand. When the
scheme was launched in 2018, many doubted
whether India could pull off the world’s largest
government-funded health assurance pro-
gramme. Eightyears on, the outcomes are hard
toignore. More than 10 crore hospital treatments
have been provided, and by one estimate, house-
holds have saved nearly ¥2lakh crore in out-of-
pocket expenditure.

India’s health outcomes have undoubtedly
improved over the decades. Life expectancy has
increased, maternal and child mortality have
declined, and several infectious diseases are bet-
ter controlled. Yet progress has slowed,
and gains remain deeply unequal. A
child born in a poor district or margi-
nalised community still faces far worse
health prospects than one born intoan
urban middle-class household. At the

same time, non-communicable dis- Indu

Bhushan

easesand mental health conditions are
rising steadily, while the climate crisis
and antimicrobial resistance pose new
and serious risks.

Ayushman Bharat has achieved considerable
success, but there are also limitations that need
addressing. While physical access to care has
expanded, the experience of care remains frag-
mented and often poor in quality. Our system
continues to be hospital-centric and curative.
Primary care, which should anchor prevention,
continuity, and trust, remains underpowered.
During my time at the National Health Author-
ity, it became evident that even the best health
assurance scheme cannot compensate for weak
primary care. Too many hospitals were treating
complications that could have been avoided with
timely counselling, medicines, and follow-up.

Chronic underinvestment lies at the root of
many of these problems. Public health spending
asashare of GDP has remained largely stagnant
for two decades. Compounding this is the way
money is spent — fragmented across schemes,
departments, and line items, with limited flexi-
bility or accountability. Line-item budgeting in
the public sector and fee-for-service payments in
the private sector reward volume, not outcomes.
They encourage episodic treatment rather than
long-term health.

This is why the Lancet Commission argues
that India must move from a fragmented, facili-
ty-driven system to one that is comprehensive,
coordinated, and people-centred. Citizens must

no longer be passive recipients of services, but
active rights-holders. Quality, dignity, and
respect must count as much as coverage num-
bers. Equity must be treated as a core measure of
success.

Akeymessage of the Commission is the need
for decentralisation. Health is ultimately local.
States, districts, and blocks face very different
disease burdens, capacities, and social contexts.
During the rollout of Ayushman Bharat, the
most successful states were those that adapted
intelligently to local realities. A reimagined
health system must, therefore, empower states
with greater financial flexibility, better data, and
real autonomy —while holding them accounta-
ble for outcomes.

India’s Digital Public Infrastructure, particu-
larly the Ayushman Bharat Digital Mission, can
enable continuity of care, real-time surveillance,
and learning health systems. But digital tools can
strengthen coordination and decision-making
onlyif theyare underpinned by trust, sound gov-
ernance, and strong ethical safeguards.The
Commission also squarely addresses
the role of the private sector. India can-
notachieve Universal Health Coverage
without private providers, but neither
can it afford weak stewardship. Man-
aged care principles — emphasising
prevention, gatekeeping, defined pro-
vider networks, and rational payment
systems — must replace today’s vol-
ume-driven incentives. Regulation
should enable innovation while pro-
tecting the public interest, not tilt excessively in
either direction.

Programmes such as ASHAs, women's self-
help groups, and community action platforms
have shown thatinformed and engaged citizens
improve system performance. A reimagined
health system must institutionalise their voice.

Many of the Commission’s recommendations
are already reflected in policy intent. The chal-
lenge lies in execution —aligned financing, insti-
tutional capacity, and political commitment
across electoral cycles. Vested interests will resist
change. Health governance reform is never
purely technocratic; it is inherently political.

India’s ambition to become a developed
nation by 2047 cannot be realised without a
health system that is fair, resilient, and people-
centred. Ayushman Bharat demonstrated that
bold reform at scale is possible. The next phase
must go deeper — from coverage to care, from
schemes to systems, and from promises to lived
reality. The choice before us is clear: Continue to
patch a fragmented system, or finally reimagine
it for the India of the future.

Indu Bhushan served as the founding CEO,
Ayushman Bharat (AB-PMJAY), and isa
commissioner, Lancet Citizens’ Commission.
The views expressed are personal
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Fiscal policy planning

India needs a medium-term plan

One notable shift in the Union Budget this year was the yardstick for gauging fiscal
performance. The government had earlier announced that, starting in 2026-27, it
would maintain the fiscal deficit at alevel that keepsits debt as a percentage of gross
domestic product (GDP) on adeclining path. Accordingly, the government isaiming
to bring down the debt-to-GDP ratio to 55.6 per cent in 2026-27, compared to the
revised estimate of 56.1 per cent in 2025-26. The fiscal deficit, as a result, has been
pegged at 4.3 per cent of GDP in 2026-27, as against 4.4 per cent this financial year.
It is worth highlighting that the government has done remarkably well in fiscal
management over the past several years. It has reduced the fiscal deficit from 9.2
per cent in the pandemic year (2020-21) to 4.4 per cent. Further, the consolidation
has been achieved with a substantial improvement in the quality of expenditure.

However, the way forward could be challenging. The government has communi-
cated thatitintendsto reduce the central-government debt-to-GDPratio to 50+1 per
cent by 2030-31. There are two important issues here. First, even if the government
achieves this target, the debt level will still be high. The Fiscal Responsibility and
Budget Management framework had envisaged limiting the general-government
debtto 60 per cent of GDP and the central-government debt to 40 per cent by March
2025. In the current scheme of things, the central government’s debt stock will be
about 10 percentage points higher than the level desired in 2031. Second, the govern-
ment could have been more ambitious on consolidation next year, given that it may
become moredifficult inthe comingyears. The government, for instance, hasto pro-
vide for the Eighth Pay Commission. There will also be a general election before 2030-
31. Thus, given that the economy is growing at a rate higher than expected, the
government could have gone for more tightening.

Ideally, to keep debt on asustainably declining path, the government should run
atleastasmall primary surplus. The pace of debt reduction will be determined also
by nominal GDP growth and interest rates. Thus, it will be important that growth
remains at higher levels. Further, in terms of overall fiscal and macroeconomic
management, two other issues are worth keeping in mind. One, it is important to
look at general-government debt, which is at about 80 per cent of GDP. As a recent
analysis in this newspaper showed, debt levels in states can be expected to rise,
potentially negating the reduction at Union level to a large extent in the coming
years. Thus, it is crucial to find ways of faster consolidation, both at Union and state
levels. Two, in overall fiscal planning, it isimportant to factor in the financing capac-
ity of the economy.

Higher funding requirements of the government can crowd out private invest-
ment. As reports suggested, the bond market is concerned about a higher supply of
government bonds. Notably, household financial savings in 2024-25 were about 6
per cent of GDP, much lower than the general government-financing requirement.
If private corporate investment revives as desired, market interest rates could move
up sharply. Therefore, it is fair to argue that there is a need for medium-term gen-
eral-government fiscal planning beyond the annual Budget numbers.

Powering data centres

Alleadership will depend also on control of power supply

Google’s reportedly planned $4.75 billion acquisition of Intersect Power will not
justbe another corporate clean-energy deal. Data centres powering large-language
models now consume city-sized amounts of energy, and the constraint is no longer
only chips or capital but also access to reliable power at scale. By buying a major
renewables developer, Google is moving beyond being a buyer to becoming an
energy actor in its own right. For years, technology companies relied mainly on
power-purchase agreements (PPAs). In this case, ownership will give Google the
ability tobuild generation capacity to power new data-centre campuses. Intersect
has an array of solar and battery-storage projects concentrated in Texas, a fast-
emerging data-centre hotspot.

The move also reflects a deeper tension within Big Tech. Expansion in artificial
intelligence (Al)is colliding with climate commitments. Initslatest annual environ-
mental report, Google has admitted that the company’s overall emission was up 51
per centrelative toa2019 baseline. Securing clean energy is, therefore, not only about
reliability of power but also a pathway towards net-zero pledges. Intersect fits into a
broader strategy where Google isbuilding a diversified portfolio of energy solutions,
including renewables, storage, geothermal, nuclear, and demand-response pro-
grammes that allow data centres to reduce load during periods of grid stress. The
company has also been aggressively harnessing offshore wind power through some
of the world’s largest corporate PPAs. Deals include 478 megawatts (Mw) in the
Netherlands, 495 Mw in Taiwan, and additional capacities in Germany and Scotland.
These agreements are central to Google’s goal of operating on carbon-free energy
across every grid it uses by 2030.

Google’s Intersect deal must be seen in the context of recent developments in
the United States, where the Donald Trump administration and several governors
ofthe country’s Northeastern states are pushing for an emergency 15-year whole-
sale electricity auction that would compel technology companies to fund new
power plants. The ideais simple. Households and small businesses should not bear
higher electricity bills because of the burgeoning energy requirements of hyper-
scale data centres.

Yet building round-the-clock clean power remains expensive. Solar and wind
require storage or backup generation. If large firms increasingly self-supply and
bypass public grids, thereisalso arisk that the costs of maintaining shared networks
get shifted to other consumers. Regulators will have to balance investment incen-
tives with fairness. For India, the implications are immediate. Data-centre hubs are
expanding rapidly across Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, and Telangana. These
facilities will not be marginal additions to demand; they are large, concentrated loads
that canstrainlocal distribution networks and require major transmission planning.
India’s power sector has made progressin electrification and renewable deployment,
butdiscom finances remain fragile and cross-subsidy structures depend heavily on
large industrial consumers. India also lacks mature demand-response markets,
which could allow a flexible curtailment of data-centre loads during system stress.
California’sdemand-response auction mechanism (DRAM) provides a useful bench-
markin this context. As Al infrastructure grows, India will need clearer rules on who
pays for grid upgrades, how storage is scaled up, and how renewable integration
keeps pace with industrial demand.

Outrunning digital frauds

Fraud moves fast, so must we

TN

The phonerings. The caller sounds professional. He
knows your name, your bank, and just enough
details to make you listen. “Sir, your account will be
blocked today, update KYC urgently.” Or a “digital
arrest” over a video call: “Madam, your account is
under investigation. Do not disconnect.” You are
pushed to “provide” personal details or “verify” your
identity by transferring money to a “safe account”.
Very quickly, your life savings are gone, and the
caller vanishes. Variations of such stories play out
every day, across income groups and geographies.

India’s digital payment system is a public good
UPI, or Unified Payments Interface,
alone now handles well over 200
billion transactions annually. Yet the
same convenience-driven scale
that makes payments fast and afford-
able also gives fraudsters a large
hunting ground.

The “weak link” the fraudster
exploits is the few seconds when a
person is forced to act quickly,
deceived into sharing a credential, or
convinced to install an app. The
fraudster creates urgency, fakes auth-
ority, and makes the victim act first and
think later.
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moved out. In practice, this is about winning the
first hour.

Banks are accordingly tightening their transac-
tion monitoring architecture; alerts now travel
quickly and, where necessary, additional layers of
confirmation are activated to protect customers.
Much of this work is invisible to customers, but it
prevents several fraud attempts every day.

However, interruption, important as it is, can
only be the second line of defence. The first line is
to reduce the number of fraud opportunities in
the ecosystem.

Notjusta ‘customer awareness’ issue
Awareness helps, but it is rarely deci-
sive when a caller uses rehearsed
scripts, spoofed identities, and has
a well-oiled cash-out chain. A more
durable approach is to make common
fraud pathways harder to execute,
while ensuring suspicious transactions
are interrupted before they settle.
Impersonation is where many
scams start. If customers cannot
reliably distinguish an authentic bank-
ing touchpoint from an imitation, the
fightislost at the first step. Thisis where
initiatives such as migrating to exclusive

Fraud is now organised, specialised & scalable
Criminals use call scripts, spoofed identities,
remote access tools, and social engineering to
industrialise deception.

Many of the fastest-growing fraud cases fall
under what global supervisors call “authorised
push payment” scams: Victims initiate the pay-
ment themselves, believing it to be genuine. Once
money moves, it is routed through mule accounts,
layered across multiple transactions, and cashed
out quickly. It then becomes a race against time.

Spot therisk early

India’s response, therefore, is evolving from “catch
the thief” to “stop the flow now”. The most practi-
cal intervention in a fast-payment world is early
detection and containment before funds are

banking domains matter.

Smart authentication

India haslongrelied on two-factor authentication
as a core safety feature. But fraudsters have
adapted by targeting the second factor itself,
through SIM swaps, malware, and remote access
tools, among others. Therefore, what is needed is
not just “more” authentication, but “smarter”
authentication.

Where the transaction is routine and the sig-
nals are clean, the experience should remain
smooth. Where signals are abnormal, a stepped-up
check is justified. The underlying aim is to spot
anomalous behaviour at the point of initiation.
This is where risk-based controls do their
quiet work, preventing a risky or unusual transac-
tion from going through.

Choke the fraud where it thrives

Fraud thrives in the exit routes. The front end of
the scam may be a persuasive caller, but the back
end is a network of mule accounts that can receive
funds, split and move them rapidly across institu-
tions before any one entity can see the full picture.
If mule accounts remain easy to create or rent, and
operate, the fraud economy stays efficient.

Therefore, mule-account detection is now a
core control, including the Reserve Bank Innova-
tion Hub’s MuleHunter.Al, which helps banks flag
likely mule accounts early using behavioural and
transaction-patterns.

Yet artificial intelligence (AI) can only amplify
the basics, not replace them. Strong know-your-
customer/ anti-money laundering checks and
“ongoing due diligence” with regular monitoring
vis-a-vis the “on record profile” of the customer is
essential to choke the supply of mule accounts.

A contest between speed and safeguards

In digital fraud, when one route is blocked,
another is tested, so the response has to be con-
tinuous and coordinated across the ecosystem.
Policy steps such as clearer liability norms,
stronger cyber resilience standards, safer web
identity signals like “bank.in”, and modernised
authentication are gradually tightening the net.

Greed does no good

“Investment scams” promising unrealistic returns
account for a large share of losses in digital fraud.
They simply repackage old Ponzi and chit-fund
tricks in a digital wrapper; the promise of easy, big
money is often the bait.

Step back and look up

The RBI requires a beneficiary name look-up fea-
ture across major payment channels, enabling
remitters to verify the beneficiary’s name before
initiating a transfer. Customers should use it as a
quick cross-check; if the displayed name does not
match the person or entity you intend to pay, that
isaclear red flag.

Fraud thrives when it can rush you. The most
effective personal defence is to slow the interac-
tion and move to a channel you control.

No legitimate agency needs you to stay on a call
while transferring money. No genuine refund
requires you to “approve” a debit or “pay” a
random third party. If a message or caller triggers
anxiety or urgency, that is the moment to pause,
end the conversation, and verify independently
through official channels and apps. If something
does go wrong, report it to law enforcement
immediately — the first hour is golden.

Indigital fraud, time is not just money; it is the
difference between containment and contagion.
And in the world of instant payments, a brief
pause or an extra verification step can be a small
price to pay for safety and prudence.

The author is Deputy Governor, Reserve Bank of
India. Views are personal

Staying the course on fiscal consolidation

The Central government has been on a consolida-
tion path in the last five years, with the fiscal deficit-
to-gross domestic product ratio declining from a
high of 9.2 per cent in FY21 (pandemic period) to 4.4
per cent in FY26, and budgeted at 4.3 per cent in
FY27. The pace of consolidation has slowed in FY27,
compared to previous years. The Centre is focusing
onits medium-term goal of achieving a debt-to-GDP
ratio of 50 (+/-1) per cent by FY31 from the current
level of 56 per cent. This implies that the Centre can
afford to proceed more gradually with
fiscal consolidation, provided nom-
inal GDP growth remains healthy and
government debt declinesin line with
the outlined trajectory.

The Centre has managed to attain
thefiscal deficit target of 4.4 per cent of
GDP in FY26, despite concerns over
lower tax revenue collection. Lower
grosstax revenue of around 1.9 trillion
was offset by a higher dividend transfer
by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and

RAJANI SINHA

been setting a low disinvestment target at around
350,000 crore and hasstill failed to achieve it. Hence,
achieving the high disinvestment target for FY27 will
be a key monitorable.

On the expenditure side, it is important to note
that the focus on capital expenditure (capex) has con-
tinued. The Centre has budgeted capex of I12.2 tril-
lion for FY27, implying growth of 12 per cent
(year-on-year). The total capex (including the Centre’s
grant-in aid for capex and central public sector enter-
prises capex), is impressive at ¥22 trillion,
showinga strongjump of 20 per cent (YoY).
The total capex (Centre’s capex+ grants for
capex+ CPSE capex) to GDP is budgeted to
increaseto5.6 per centin FY27,up fromthe
5.1-5.2 per cent range in the previous four
years. The share of the Centre’s capital
expenditure in total expenditure is
budgeted toincrease to 23 per centin FY27,
compared with an average of 13 per cent in
the pre-pandemic period (FY15-19). While
the focus on roads and railways has con-

lower expenditure — mainly revenue
expenditure — enabling the government to achieve
its fiscal deficit target for the year.

For FY27 as well, the fiscal arithmetic looks
achievable. The government has budgeted gross tax
revenue growth of 8 per cent, which appears reason-
able given projected nominal GDP growth of 10 per
cent. The budgeted dividend transfer from the RBI
and public sector banks (PSBs) ofX3.2 trillion in FY27
will help further. The high RBI dividend transfer this
year is likely due to RBI’s gain from dollar sales (forex
intervention) and higher interest income. Interest-
ingly, the government has kept a high disinvest-
ment, including asset monetisation, target of
80,000 crore, against ¥35,000 crore estimated for
FY26. For the last three years, the government has

tinued, there has also been a sharp
increase of 17 per cent in defence spending in FY27.
This is on top of a high 16 per cent growth in defence
spending in FY26.

The Centre has continued its fiscal consolidation
and its move towards better-quality expenditure, but
the pace of consolidation has slowed. This provides
the government with flexibility to support domestic
demand and growth amid global turbulence.

But we need to be wary of a few aspects of India’s
government finances:
mIndia’s general-government debt (Centre + states) to
GDP has fallen from 89 per cent in FY21to 81 per cent
inFY25. Thisis commendable at a time when govern-
ment debt is rising globally. However, due to higher
cost of capital and a narrow revenue base, India’s

interest payment burden for the general government
(measured as interest to revenue ratio) remains at a
high of 24 per cent.
wThe Eighth Pay Commission recommendations
(effective January 2026) will put pressure on the gov-
ernment finances in FY28, making fiscal consolida-
tion more challenging.
mlt will be critical for the government to garner
higher revenue from asset monetisation and disin-
vestment. Also, it would be good to earmark that
collection for capex.
mThere are signs of stress emerging in some state
government finances due to the dole-out of freebies
and lower goods and services tax collections. It will
be important to encourage prudent spending by
state governments to improve overall general-gov-
ernment debt levels.
mAs the Centre slows its pace of fiscal consolidation,
there will be pressure on the debt market due to high
redemptions over the next few years. In FY27, the
redemption is at a high of 5.5 trillion (as against an
average of 2.9 trillion in previous five years). Over the
next three years, the redemption is likely to remain
above 36 trillion, shooting up further in FY31. This
coupled with higher state government borrowing
would put upward pressure on government yields.
To conclude, the path of fiscal consolidation will
be challenging in the coming years. The Centre is
demonstrating fiscal discipline, but state govern-
ments also need to follow suit. The general-govern-
ment debt to GDP is likely to remain on a downward
trajectory, the high levels will nevertheless continue
to exert pressure on India’s interest payment burden.
The government should not deviate from its long-
term objective of fiscal prudence, even as the going
gets tough.

The author is chief economist, CareEdge

Mehta and Ketan Parekh.

Part3looks at RJ’s private equity

his holdings in Titan when it became so

The ‘RJ’ commandments

BOOK
REVIEW

AMBI PARAMESWARAN

Ivividly remember this incident. It
was in the early 1990s, post liberalisa-
tion. I was at a magazine stall in Chen-
nai, hoping to pick up a few
application forms for good upcoming
initial public offerings (IPOs). Yes, in
Chennai these forms were widely dis-
tributed across various types of outlets
including magazine stalls. AsIwas
browsing, I saw an autorickshaw
screech to a halt outside the stall; the
khaki-clad autorickshaw driver
stormed in and asked me “Edhula
Podalam Saar” (On what can I put my

money, sir?). [ told him that he may be
better off buying a lottery ticket than
betting on a hot IPO where allocation
was a gamble akin to a lottery.

Iwas reminded of this incident asI
was reading RARE - Investing The
Ralkesh Jhunjhunwala Way by Nandini
Vijayaraghavan. In the chapter titled
“Mahalakshmi Race Course and Arthur
Road Jail”, the author says ,“A tale that
RJ (Rakesh Jhunjhunwala) often nar-
rated goes: ‘I was drinking at Geoffrey’s
when a pretty girl walked up to me and
asked ‘Give me a tip to double my invest-
ment in three years’. I told her ‘Go to
Mahalakshmi Race Course’.”

The author is a Singapore-based
financial analyst whose columns
appear in various leading newspapers.
She has done meticulous research to
put together this book on RJ and his
investment strategies. The book boasts
of a foreword by Bhaskar Bhat, former
managing director of Titan Industries,

acompany that RJ backed to the hilt.

If you expect to pick up some “quick
tips” on tripling your money in three
years after reading the book, banish the
thought. But if you are looking to
understand how financial analysts look
at company performance, then this is a
book for you.

Interestingly, the author points out
that RJ started his stock market activ-
ities around the same time as two other
famous bulls: Harshad Mehta and
Ketan Parekh. Harshad Mehta is six
years older than RJ while Ketan Parekh
six years younger. The book starts with
what the author calls an “affectionate
history” of Dalal Street. Over 25 pages
she paints an interesting picture of the
Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE) and the
birth of the National Stock Exchange
(NSE). To set the context on how bulls
operate and sometimes go wild, the
book dedicates two chapters, one
each, to the rise and fall of Harshad

We then get into the world of RJ and
his business model and ascent. In the
chapter titled “The Legend, The Myth,
The Man” we get to know

investments. The big jackpot (no, not at
Mahalakshmi Race Course) wasRJ’s
investment in Star Health; when the
company did an IPO, it

about the many passions of swelled RJ’s net worth by a

RJ, including Bollywood film significant amount. There

production. were a few otherssuch as
Part2 ofthe bookis a Nazara Technologies, which

also “popped” for RJ. This sec-
tion explains how RJ trusted
the founders and not just the
spreadsheets that companies
offer to private equity inves-
tors. The last part is a mix of
RJ’s legacy, his quotable
quotes and how the portfolio

deeper examination of the
listed equity shares that RJ
invested in. Iwas delighted to
read how RJ was a big believer
of the Tata Group (a group with
which I have personally had
many wonderful interactions
during and after my days in

RARE - Investing the

advertising). The diamond Rakesh Jhunjhunwala has performed since his

that he picked and bet on Way . death. The author’s research
heavily was Titan. That gets a BIVJ ay:;‘a‘gﬁgvan has also unearthed the 10
full chapter. Thesectionalso 5 iicp o by commandments by which
talks about the other Tata Westland RJ lived his life: Be Law abid-

companies in which RJ
invested, as well as companies
in the pharma and banking sec-
tors. All these chapters are replete with a
great deal of financial detail, some of
which went over my head.

ing (RJ has been fined by the
Securities and Exchange
Board of India for some viol-
ations; he paid the fine and moved on,
the author reiterates); Be aware; Moni-
tor investments; Diversify (RJ reduced

368 pages 799

big that it overshadowed all his other
investments); Borrow cautiously
(unlike Harshad Mehta and Ketan
Parekh); Manage risks; Do not time the
market (advice that people such as
Warren Buffett and his guru Benjamin
Graham have repeatedly proffered); Do
not imitate; Be emotionless; and
Decide amid uncertainties.

The chapter “Thus Spake RJ” is full
of interesting observations. So let me
end this review with an interesting
quote. When asked whether to invest in
small caps or large caps, RJ is said to
have replied, “Invest in small caps that
are going to become large caps.”

Ifyou are interested in the stock
market and understanding the mind of a
strategic investor, this book is a valuable
read. If, on the other hand, you are look-
ing for a hot tip, better buy a lottery ticket
or head to Mahalakshmi Race Course.
The reviewer is a branding and advertis-
ing veteran whose latest book Marketing
Mixology offers four essential skills for
marketing success
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Al agents: Did markets
misread their invasion?

Rattled investors who foresee chunks of the software industry going obsolete aren't wrong.

But legacy systems, rules, laws and the true cost of Agentic Al will slow the pace of change

t was swift and brutal, the global sell-off

in tech stocks this week after Anthropic’s

launch of Agentic Al tools with startling

skills. From America to India, software

stocks lost $285 billion in market value

globally within the span of a single trading
session. Indian I'T majors also slid sharply, with
investors seeming convinced that Al agents had
finally arrived to replace software products and
services at scale. The trigger was Anthropic’s
decision to open-source 11 ‘plugins’ on GitHub
forits Claude Cowork Al platform. Compatible
with Claude Code, its coding assistant, these
plugins let users set goals for its Al model to
achieve. Each plugin guides Claude on which
tools and what data to use for every task.
Together, this toolkit spans productivity, sales,
marketing and legal work. What rattled mar-
kets the most was its legal plugin for reviewing
contracts, compliance and risk. The panic was
understandable, but contracts and revenues
have not changed. So, did investors overreact,
ordo IT firms face a mega-threat?

Until now, humans wrote the script. Al tools
such as Replit, Bolt and Claude helped refine it
as assistants. Now, an agent can write the script,
analyse it, test it, improve it and even deploy it,
which explains the market’s extreme reaction.
The first casualties were predictable. Large tech
firms with product-heavy business models
driven by software-as-a-service (SaaS)—espe-
cially those behind banking, financial service
and insurance workflows—were hit the hardest.
Indian IT majors that sell licensed platforms
alongside services suddenly looked exposed.
One may argue that IT firms already use Al plat-
forms like Kiro, Claude and Replit to build their
own for clients. But if an agent can reconcile
data, generate compliance reports, monitor

transactions and flag anomalies, the case for
paying recurring licence fees weakens over
time. Globally, the same fear rippled across
enterprise software. Layered on top is relentless
rhetoric on artificial general intelligence (AGI)
that spooks investors with endgame scenarios.
Every agent’s launch seems like a step towards
that ‘singularity,” overhyped or not. That said,
markets may have missed key nuances. For
instance, agents today excel at preset tasks, not
designing complex workflows for organizations
with messy legacy systems. That still calls for
human architects. Besides, agents automate
work but do not yet own outcomes. So busi-
nesses with customized services are at less risk
than those counting on licensed stuff—at least
for now. Application development and mainte-
nance revenue will not vanish overnight either.
Banks, insurers and governments still run old
systems. Agents can help, but humans remain
essential—particularly in regulated fields.
Markets also need to take the true cost of
agents into account. Replacing humans is not
asimple swap. A developer’s salary is visible,
while an agent’s cost is buried in cloud bills,
compute cycles, storage, redundancy, uptime
guarantees and energy use. Just to break even,
the Alindustry will need to charge far more at
some point. Al adopters must also price in risks
of security and legal liability. Automation won’t
be cheap for adopters that must not go wrong.
Caution could keep humans in charge. Yet,
market fears are justified in some fields (like
SaaS). So, was the tech-stock rout overdone? In
the near term, yes. Revenues will not be wiped
out. But over time, Agentic Al will surely shrink,
reshape and reprice parts of the tech industry.
What we don’t know is the profit patience of Al
majors and the speed of this agentic shift.
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Indian policymakers mustn't let
agriculture fall off their agenda

Boosting the farm sector will improve the lives of multitudes and also invigorate domestic demand

is associate professor at Jawaharlal Nehru
University and visiting fellow at the Centre
de Sciences Humaines, New Delhi.

oing by the national accounts, if

there is one sector that seems to

have done well in recent years, it
isagriculture. As the Economic Survey
also notes, the sector as a whole has
grown 4.4% annually in the last five
years and 3.9% in the last 10 years.
These are impressive numbers for a
sector that employs the highest number
of workers in India’s economy. But also
because they outshine the sector’s own
past performance. Yet, data from the
field also suggests that the agrarian sec-
torisinitslongest and deepest phase of
distress as far asincome levels go.

Part of this contradictory assessment
of agriculture stems from the way its
datais collected and made available.
While growth rates are generally pre-
sented in aggregate terms for agricul-
ture and its allied sectors, agricultural
sub-sectors do not show the same dyna-
mism as the aggregate. Agriculture and
allied sectors comprise farm crops, live-
stock, forestry, logging and fishing and
aquaculture. Ofthese, the crops sub-
sector accounts for 54%, livestock 30%,
forestry 8% and fishery the rest. Much of
the growth in agriculture and allied sec-
torsisdriven by growth in livestock,
which has expanded at more than 7%
per year, and fisheries, which has grown
at more than 8% in the last decade. On
the other hand, the largest sub-sector of
crops has grown at just 2% annually. It
includes major crops such as cereals,

edible oils, pulses, cotton and sugar-
cane, along with horticultural crops
such as fruits, vegetables and flowers. It
isalso the largest employer of agricul-
tural workers along with livestock. To
putitin perspective, the crops sector
grew at 3.3% annually between 2004
and 2014. But its recent decadal growth
isamong the lowest in three.

While the underlying database for
livestock, fisheries and forestry is
weaker than for crops, its annual
growth of more than 7% in the last dec-
ade seems suspicious. Past trends sug-
gested that the livestock sub-sector had
grown at a rate similar to that of crops,
or marginally higher, given the close
linkages between the two and because
most farmers in India are involved in
crop cultivation as well as livestock
rearing. While national accounts data
suggests faster livestock growth, data
from the Situation Assessment Survey
(SAS) shows slower growth. However,
what matters for the majority of farmers
is growth in crops, for which even the
national accounts point to weaker
growth than other segments.

This weakness is also seen in India’s
household survey on income and
indirect estimates of it from national
accounts. This data confirms a decline
inreal cultivation income, with house-
holds supplementing earnings through
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Our national accounts data
suggests this sector is doing fine
but aggregate numbers mask
weak growth in sub-sectors that
support livelihoods. Farmer
distress mustn't go unheeded.

Policy attention should shift to
strengthening agriculture. Not
only will this raiseincomes and

ease hardships but also address
ademand deficiency that has
restrained faster GDP growth.

Hlke in public
investment
likely: CEA
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wage work. But with wages almost stag-
nant in the last decade, it’s insufficient
toraise household incomes. Indirect
income estimates from the national
accounts that follow the Niti Aayog
methodology actually suggest a decline
in the income of farmers of 0.62% per
year between 2016-17 and 2023-24.

Not only does thisraise questions on
the government’s claim of doubling
farmer incomes, it confirms a worsen-
ing of earnings and profitability. To
putitin perspective, farmer incomes
increased 7.5% per annum between
2004-05 and 2011-12. Even on a decadal
basis, the increase between 2004-05
and 2014-15 was a strong 6%.

The decline in agricultural incomes
has come at a time when the number of
workers in the sector has been rising.
Almost 66 million workers joined the
sector in the last six years, reversing the
entire fall in their number between
2004-05 and 2017-18. Thisis not due to
agriculture offering better remunera-
tion, but on account of distress in non-
agricultural sectors that are failing to
provide remunerative employment.
This structural reversal in the economy
of workers moving back to agriculture is
evidence of the gravity of the crisis we
face, more so in the rural economy.

This has occurred despite farmers
trying hard to increase productivity
and can be viewed in the context of an
adverse policy environment. Govern-
ment investment in agriculture has
been weakening inrecent years. The
state’s basic price-support mechanism
has also not helped stabilize the prices
of farm output. There has been a decline
in the farm-gate prices of a majority of
crops this year. While food inflation has
dropped, so has the price realization of
farmers. Agriculture needs to be revived
not only because it employs almost half
of all our workers, but to drive along-
termrevival in India’s economy. With
private investment failing to pick up
and exports slow, we need a domestic
demand revival to sustain the econ-
omy’s growth momentum.

JUST A TROTQAT

Al agents will become the
primary way we interact
with computersinthe
future. They will be able to
understand our needs and
preferences, and proactively
help us with tasks and
decision making.

SATYA NADELLA

RBI should allow a kill-switch for phones of defaulters

T.K.ARUN

is a senior journalist.

fter saying that the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) is evaluating whether to
bring back the policy of allowing
loan-financed phones on which repayments
areinterrupted to be locked as a method of
enforcing credit discipline, the central bank
has not moved on the subject. It should go
ahead and give a green signal for the use of
technology to enforce credit discipline.
Graded deactivation might well be a good
way to ensure guaranteed servicing of loans
taken to purchase electric cars and other
software-dependent consumer durablesin
the days to come. The mechanism of
remotely turning a functional piece of
equipment into an unusable liability in the
eventofadefaultin the servicing of the loan
taken to purchase it is better than physical
repossession in case of such a default. It
would lower the cost of making such loans
and benefit both borrowers and lenders.
In mid-2024, RBI acted on consumer
complaints about non-banking finance
companies (NBFCs) that financed the pur-

chase of smartphones using a remote kill-
switch to deactivate them on repayment
defaults; NBFCs were also accused of prying
into the phone-owner’s private data con-
tained in the phone. RBI used its powers of
suasion under its supervisory authority to
stop lenders from taking such action—even
when borrowers defaulted on their equated
monthly instalment (EMI) obligations.

Many saw the behaviour of lenders as a
case of corporate encroachment and sus-
pected them of snooping on the conduct and
social interactions of phone users in viola-
tion of their right to privacy as citizens. A
seemingly libertarian outcry against ‘corpo-
rate greed’ being allowed to smother citizen
rights may have cowed RBI into abandoning
credit discipline in favour of good public
relations.

Defaults on loans made to finance the pur-
chase of smartphonesstarted to mount. Len-
ders, especially smaller ones that relied on
technology rather than repossession agents
to take credit decisions and enforce repay-
ment, pulled back on financing phone sales.
This hurt the volume of phone sales as well.

RBI started receiving representations to
bring back phone-locking as a form of digital
collateral to support credit decisions. At its
October monetary policy review press con-

ference, the RBIgovernorindicated that the
central bank was revisiting the subject,
according to the Economic Times.

What is at stake goes beyond the sale of
smartphones. Many of those who borrow to
purchase smartphones have no formal his-
tory of availing themselves of aloan. Absent
acredit history and an associated credit rat-
ing, these borrowers would in the normal
course be totally ineligible to buy a phone or
some other consumer good by agreeing to
make a finite number of EMI payments.
Armed with the power to remotely lock the
phones on which EMIs

are in default, some len- EENE bring larger and larger
ders have been willing to QUICK READ numbers into the fold of
take on the risk of defi- formal finance.

cientrepaymentandstill ~ RBlwas reportedly considering Loans for the purchase
give loans to such bor- areversal of its move against of' smartphones can func-

rowers.

Buying a smartphone
on credit and repaying
the EMIs without any
defaultis one sure way to
acquire a credit history
and adecent credit rating
for millions of first-time
borrowers from the
world of formal finance.
Disabling phone-locking

financed phones being remotely
disabled if borrowers failed to

repay loans availed to buy them.

It should go ahead and reverseit.

Allowing such a kill-switch will
improve access to finance for
borrowers with no credit history.
As for privacy concerns,
safeguards such as a code of
conduct canbe putinplace.

in case of loan repayment default disem-
powers such would-be first-time borrowers
asthey are denied access to formal finance.
India has a relatively low level of bank
credit to the private sector. Banks do not
have the capacity to measure the creditwor-
thiness of those outside the world of formal
finance. NBFCs do abetterjob of it. Beyond
these lenders, informal sources of credit
meet the needs of a large segment of small
borrowers. Such borrowers typically bear a
higher cost of credit as compared to those
who do manage to access formal finance.
Clearly, it is desirable to

tion as a viable point of
entry to formal finance,
provided such loans are
disciplined by technical
instruments such as the
remote-locking  of
phones by phone manu-
facturers. Such remote-
locking can easily be
done through the use ofa
kill-switch that may be

triggered when a financed phone fails to
receive a message from its manufacturer
saying that the payment due on the device
hasbeenreceived.

This functionality does not entail prying
into the personal data stored on the phone or
generated by the phone’s use. RBI can for-
mulate and enforce a code of conduct for
lenders, barring privacy breaches and stipu-
lating sufficient notice to a defaulting bor-
rower of the impending disciplinary meas-
ure. Device-locking can be calibrated, with
some functionalities disabled first, before
the phoneisfully converted into little more
than abrick.

It should be ensured that alocked phone
can be unlocked, again by use of an expedi-
ent software switch, once the payment obli-
gation is honoured and that information is
relayed to the manufacturer.

Phone manufacturers have every incen-
tive to install a Kill-switch in their phones
that is immune to tactics such as a reset to
factory settings and to cooperate with finan-
ciers in enforcing credit discipline. That is
the way to brisker sales. When RBI dithers
over resuming phone-locking as a way to
create digital collateral, it discriminates
against small borrowers and small lenders.
It should snap out of it and act.
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Crypto apocalypse: Time to get
real about these pseudo assets

Digital tokens have had the US administrations favour but this industrys demands would put the banking sector at threat
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is professor emeritus of economics at New York
University's Stern School of Business and
author of ‘MegaThreats: Ten Dangerous Trends
That Imperil Our Future, and How to Survive
Them'

year ago, the most pro-crypto presi-
dent in US history had just returned
to power after pandering to clueless
retail crypto investors and receiving
massive financial backing from
semi-corrupt crypto insiders.
Donald Trump’s second coming was supposed
to be anew dawn for crypto, leading various self-
dealing evangelists to predict that Bitcoin would
become ‘digital gold,’ reaching at least $200,000
by the end of 2025. As promised, Trump did
gut most crypto regulations. He also signed the
Guiding and Establishing National Innovation for
US Stable Coins (Genius) Act, pushed for the
Digital Asset Market Clarity Act, profited person-
ally from shady domestic and foreign crypto deals,
promoted his own meme coin, pardoned crypto
crooks who had allegedly aided terror organiza-
tions and hosted private dinners for crypto insiders
at the White House.

Moreover, crypto was supposed to benefit from
various macro and geopolitical risks, such as the
ballooning of US and other advanced economies’
debt and deficits, the debasement of the dollar and
other fiat currencies, new trade wars and growing
tensions between the US and Iran, China and
others. Indeed, the heightened risk environment
helps explain why gold rose by over 60% in 2025.

But ‘digital gold’ fell by 6% in 2025. As of now,
Bitcoin is down 35% from its October peak, below
where it was when Trump was elected, and the
$Trump and $Melania meme coins are down 95%.
Every time gold has spiked in response to trade or
geopolitical ructions over the past year, Bitcoin has
fallen sharply. Far from being a hedge, itis a way to
leverage risk, showing a strong correlation with
otherrisky assets like speculative stocks.

Calling Bitcoin or any other crypto vehicle a
‘currency’ has always been bogus. It is neither a
unit of account, a scalable means of payment, nor
astable store of value. Even though El Salvador
made Bitcoin legal tender, it accounts for less than
5% of transactions for goods and services. Crypto
isnot even an asset, as it has no income stream,
function or real-world use (unlike gold and silver).

Seventeen years after Bitcoin’s launch, the one
and only crypto ‘killer app’ is the stablecoin: a
digital version of old-fashioned fiat money. Yes,
whether digital money and financial services
should be on a blockchain (distributed ledger)
oratraditional double-ledger platform remains a
question. But 95% of ‘blockchain’ monies and digi-
tal services are blockchain in name only. They are
private rather than public, centralized rather than
decentralized, permissioned rather than permis-
sionless and validated by a small group of trusted
authenticators (as in traditional digital finance and
banking) rather than by decentralized agents in
jurisdictions with no rule of law.

A

True decentralized finance will never reach
scale. No serious government will allow full ano-
nymity of monetary and financial transactions as
that would be aboon for criminals, terrorists,
rogue states, non-state actors, human traffickers,
crooks and tax dodgers. Moreover, because digital
wallets and regulated exchanges must be subjected
to standard anti-money laundering and know-
your-customer rules, it isnot even clear that trans-
action costs through permissioned and private
‘blockchains’ are any lower,
especially now that traditional
financial ledgers have improved
with real-time settlement and
faster clearing tools. The future
of money and payments will fea-
ture gradual evolution, not the
revolution that crypto-grifters
promised. Bitcoin and other
cryptos’ latest plunge further
underscores the highly volatile
nature of this pseudo-asset class.

Asfor the Genius Act, having
set the stage for another destruc-
tive experiment
in free banking, like the one that
ended in tears during the 19th
century, it may well be remem-
bered as the Reckless Act. Under the law, stable-
coins are not regulated as narrow banks (for pay-
ments and deposits rather than riskier lending and
investing), nor do they have access to the lender-
of-last-resort or deposit-insurance benefits pro-
vided by central banks. All it would take to incite a
panic and trigger a bank run is for a few bad apples
to misinvest their holdings or place their deposits
in weak institutions. Asin the 19th century, the
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Bitcoin was hailed as 'digital gold'
but has clearly lost its glitter as a
safe haven forinvestors. Note
that cryptois not evenan asset
asithasnoincomestream,
function or real-world use.

We can either radically change
our financial system to separate
payments from credit creation or
prohibit stablecoins from paying
interest and threatening the role
of banks asintermediaries.

REUTERS
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current US approach is arecipe for instability.

The recent fight between real banks and the
crypto industry over the Clarity Act is revealing.
The issue is not about banks wanting to keep their
near-monopoly on monetary transactions. Ina
fractional reserve banking system, banks are
involved in both payments and credit creation via
the transformation of short-term deposits into
longer-term loans and credit. They provide a valu-
able semi-public good.

Short-term deposits don’t pay
interest because they are nearly
equivalent to currency. Yet the
crypto industry wants interest
payments allowed for stable-
coins—directly or indirectly via
exchanges—which would under-
mine the banking system. So, we
must either radically change our
financial system to separate pay-
ments from credit creation (via
narrow banks for payments and
loanable funds from financial
institutions for credit), or pro-
hibit stablecoins from paying
interest and disintermediating
banks.

Thisisa serious political and
financial stability issue. Jamie Dimon, CEO of
JPMorgan Chase, isrightly raising the alarm over
what the crypto industry wants and Brian Arm-
strong of Coinbase is wrong in dismissing such
concerns.

Trump’s advisors should explain to him how the
banking system works before serious damage is
done. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, are you
listening? ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Capital controls are creeping
back: Look at Indonesia’s case

Jakarta has begun tightening rules and others could follow suit

'..._.___lﬁm

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist.

ackin the day, when a country’s cur-

rency was under pressure, the worst

thing it could do wasimpose capital
controls. Stopping money from leaving
might work temporarily, but it would cause
investorsto lose faith and shut the country
out of financial marketsin the long run. In
alaissez-faireworld of globalization, noth-
ing could be worse than that.

Indonesia is challenging that assump-
tion and may prove that we operate in a
completely different global economy now.
Last month, the rupiah hit a record low,
driven by worries about President Prab-
owo Subianto’s economic policies. He
seemed willing to widen the fiscal deficit,
which was higherin 2025 than it hasbeen
for two decades (excluding the pandemic
years). And the nomination of his nephew
to the central bank’s board didn’t help.
MSCl last week warned the market may be
downgraded to frontier status unless trans-
parency improves, prompting a flurry of
activity fromregulators to try and shore up
confidence. The benchmark Jakarta Com-
posite Index fell 5.1% Monday.

At the same time the rupiah was falling,
Indonesia announced a tightening of rules
governing how exporters are allowed to
spend their money. From January, com-
paniesin the country’s natural resources
sector will have to keep the foreign
exchange they earned locked up in state-
controlled parts of the financial system for
at least a year. Only half of what they
deposit can be used, once it is converted
into rupiahs, to pay down loans or buy
more inputs.

This is a significant escalation of Jak-
arta’sattemptsto control how export reve-
nueisused. Over the past few years, policy-
makers have focused on trying to figure out
how to ensure that the country’s mineral
wealth—particularly from nickel, of which
itisthe dominant producer—canbe put to
work elsewhere in its economy.

But this latest effort reveals a growing
threat to the assumptions of globalization.
It is a move that its peers in Asia and else-
where might adopt. The bet that Indone-
sia’sleadersare taking is simple: They will
be able to keep the dollars they earn at
home, bolstering reserves and easing the
governments’ ability to finance spending,
and investors will still be interested.

This is a pretty big wager—especially
when your stock market has just lost $80
billion in the worst sell off since the Asian
crisis of 1998. But it is one that its peers will
be watching carefully. Malaysia used to
compel its exporters to convert most of
their foreign exchange to ringgit; Thailand

be deterred by its new exit barrier. AP

has gone in the opposite direction, loosen-
ing controls on the repatriation of export
earnings, but that’s because it is trying to
prevent the baht from strengthening.
Either way, it looks like management of
exporters’ foreign-exchange earnings will
become astandard part of the Asian toolKit.

For countries that believe they are irre-
sistible to investors, controlling the out-
ward movement of capital is tempting.
Under globalization’s harsh rules, such
controls should cause future investors to
look elsewhere. But Jakarta seems positive
that, come what may, people will need its
nickel and its palm oil, and keep putting
money into the country to get those
resources out.

They may be right. The International
Energy Agency predicted in 2021 that the
demand for nickel would increase 20 times
in 20 years. Other metals like cobalt and
lithium will see similar increases. With
numbers like these, places at the centre of
the critical-minerals rush over the coming
decades could well lock up profits fora year
or more and still see investment flow in.

Other countries might be confident in
different ways. India, for example, believes
that the size of its domestic consumer mar-
ket will keep foreign companies interested.
Over time, New Delhi has raised taxes on
how much local major multinational cor-
poration subsidiaries can pay their home
offices in return for the use of their brand
names and technology. It’s currently at
20%, and may well increase in the future,
perhaps to the Philippines’ 30%.

Emerging-market policymakers will
point out that, conceptually, thisisn’t that
different from how, say, the EU views the
profits that big US tech companies make. As
their access to markets in the West narrows,
they are going to look for some way to bal-
ance the relationship.

New-age capital controls are just
another way in which the fragmentation of
the global economy, the growth of supply-
chain bottlenecks and the re-emergence of
industrial policy is going to make things
tough for investors. It’s no longer your
decision entirely how you spend your
earnings; states will step in, when they can,
to repurpose that cash to their own ends.
Once, the world economy seemed as sim-
ple as a spreadsheet. Now it’s a lot more
complicated. ©BLOOMBERG

India’s rural job guarantee overhaul needs a trial run

VIDYA MAHAMBARE & VIVEK JADHAV

are, respectively, Union Bank
Chair professor of economics,
Great Lakes Institute of
Management, and assistant
professor, Institute of
Management Technology.

he recent budget marks a shift in

India’s approach to short-term state-

backed employment support. It has
reduced funds for the scheme under the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act  MGNREGA), which is
expected to be phased out, to 330,000 crore
from last year’s spending of 388,000 crore
and allocated over 395,000 crore to the new
Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission-Gramin (VB-G RAM G)
scheme that will replace it. What explains this
shift and what is its context?

In 2004, Indiamade a distinctive choice:
an unconditional publicemployment guar-
antee for rural citizens. Most countries, up to
that point, had relied on conditional income
support or unemployment assistance during
periods of distress. The backdrop was the
NDA government’s defeat in the 2004 elec-
tion. Despite strong economic growth, rural
India had not fared well. So the new UPA
government chose a universal, demand-
driven employment guarantee that entitled

rural residents to 100 days of work with no
pre-conditions. If work was not provided
within 15 days of a demand, an unemploy-
ment allowance was payable, though this
was rarely enforced.

In short, MGNREGA wasbased on the fact
that meaningful jobs in rural India were
scarce. Any reform of this scheme should
start with an assessment of that premise.
Whatisthe current evidence on MGNREGA
and rural employment in general?

About 2.2% of working-age (15-59 years)
women and 0.13% of men in rural India in
2023-24reported being engaged in ‘casual
wage employment in public works'—a good
proxy for MGNREGA employment, as per
our calculation based on Periodic Labour
Survey data. That is 8.5 million women and
0.5 million men. Administrative MGNREGA
data shows that average household partici-
pation is only about 50 days of work per year.

How large is the pool of unmet demand
for work under MGNREGA that remains
invisible in the scheme’s official statistics?
This can be inferred from rural unemploy-
mentrates. In 2023-24., 2.5% of working-age
men inrural India were unemployed; that is,
they were looking for work but did not find
it. Women’s unemployment was also low, at
1.2%. However, this masks the fact that

around 37% of women were not seeking
work, partly discouraged by the unavailabil-
ity of suitable jobs. In contrast, less than 2%
of men were not looking for work.
Employment data, however, cannot fully
capture alternative job opportunities, since
people may choose not to take up available
jobs and instead opt for MGNREGA work.
Wage data can offer an important clue: if
wages in other occupations, especially in
farming-related work, are significantly
higher than MGNREGA wages, it suggests
workers could have taken up that work.
While the average
MGNREGA nominal
wage rose from about
133in 2013-14t03253 in
2024-25, market wages
for other rural work were
higher over that period.
As per official numbers,
by 2024-25, all-India
average daily wages were
about X398 for male gen-
eral agricultural labou-
rers (X316 for women)
and 3441 for male con-
struction workers (3343
for women). Our analysis
indicates that when farm

EEN
QUICK READ

The budget has reduced funds
for the MGNRGA scheme to
%30,000 crore and allocated

over95,000 crore to the new

VB-GRAM G programme that's

expected toreplaceit.

Since this revision of India’s
rural job assurance has some key
changes, such as its suspension
during harvest seasons, we
should test it outin phases
beforeit's rolled out nationwide.

wages were I150-200 higher on average
than MGNREGA wages, many workers
chose not to take up farm employment, per-
haps because of its greater physical
demands. Implicitly, the formulation of
VB-G RAM G suggeststhat MGNREGA has
come to be preferred over farm work, which
may explain why the new programme hasa
provision for suspending it during peak har-
vest periods. So, during those months, if
there is no non-farm or public-work
employment available, then the trade-off for
rural labour becomes either zero earnings or
farm wages.

Job-guarantee reforms
should also have taken
stock of who repeatedly
seeks work. There is a
lack of publicly available
data on the extent of
households’ routine reli-
ance on MGNREGA.

A big policy question,
thus, remains unan-
swered: Does India’s job
guarantee programme
primarily serve as a tem-
porary buffer against
shocks, or does it lead to
continuous dependence

on the state among a subset of households?

While job-guarantee reforms were neces-
sary, the manner in which the new frame-
work hasbeen enacted, with no public docu-
mentation of consultation with states, raises
concerns. The revised funding structure,
which shifts 40% of costs to states, reduces
the Centre’s fiscal responsibility and may
adversely affect the scheme-implementa-
tion capacity of states.

While job-guarantee reforms were neces-
sary, without a pilot trial run of the redesign
in at least one large Indian state that could
have helped assessits impact, the shift rests
on weak empirical ground. As the new
scheme unfolds, a phased implementation
schedule would help ensure that the revi-
sion is informed by ground evidence.

Of course, the only durable solution lies in
expanding non-farm quality employment,
especially asIndia’s rural youth are increas-
ingly better educated. This is particularly
important for women, single or married,
many of whom are unable to migrate to
urban areas for work.

Ultimately, the debate is not about either
preserving or replacing MGNREGA, but
about aligning the rural employment land-
scape with the realities of a changing labour
market in the country.
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The limits of my language are
the limits of my world.

— Ludwig Wittgenstein
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PM frames the deal,
corners Congress

N HIS first speech in Parliament after the agreement on
the India-US trade deal, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
set a panoramic stage. The second quarter of the 21st cen-
turywillbe “nirnayak” or decisive, he said, as “viksit Bha-
rat” takes its place in it. At this “aham padav (important junc-
ture)”, there is no looking back for the country. Because as the
world moves towards a new post-Covid global order, it is turn-
ingtoIndia — “jhukaav Bharat kitarafhai”. India will play the
role of “vishwabandhu” and “vishwamitra”, the PM said — that
formulation, a friendlier version of the earlier title of “vishwa-
guru”, may signal, in the uncertain times of Donald Trump, a
calibrated softening. It was against this backdrop that he posi-
tioned the deal, or deals, that India is stitching recently — nine
so far, which make it “future-ready”, and which have been ac-
complished because India conveys, and the world acknowl-
edges, its “sthirta (stability)” and “gati (agility)”. Their biggest
benefit will go to the young, for whom the world has opened
up its markets and opportunities. “Avsar hi avsar...” said the
PM, framing the deal as empowerment for a young country.

Having painted a picture of a more self-assured nation on the
move, now being embraced by the world, PM Modi then drew
the hard lines. By not letting him speak in the Lok Sabha on Wed-
nesday, the Opposition, he said, was heaping “apman (insult)”
on the President and the Constitution, driven by hate for him.
Picking up a crude slogan last heard at a JNU students’ protest
against the Supreme Court’s denial of bail to Umar Khalid and
Sharjeel Imam in the Delhi riots case, he said that the Opposi-
tion’s agenda was hateful and negative. The PM’s manoeuvre
was, of course, political and strategic — giving his political mess-
age a strong personal imprimatur comes easily to him and it
serves him well, arguably. At a time when his government con-
fronts a range of consequential issues on which it can be asked
questions — from the Union Budget’s reluctance to take the big
reform leapsto the terms of negotiations with the US that are on-
going — the spotlight on himselfis well-timed for him.

But it was Congress that made it easier for him. Calling the
PM “compromised”, drawing conspiratorial connections with
Jeffrey Epstein, reducing public discussion on big issues to
rash and sweeping verdicts on him personally, the Rahul Gan-
dhi-led Congress is abdicating its responsibility. It is handing
tothe PM, on a platter, his key talking point — that Congress’s
strategy is only about “abusing” Modi. It is failing to utilise the
space and power that Parliament gives it. The PM had his say,
but for the Opposition, the last two days in Parliament were a
missed opportunity.

Loneliness epidemic
needs a policy response

N THE fragments pieced together in the aftermath of the

death bysuicide of three minor sistersin Ghaziabad isa por-

trait of a constrained childhood: Economic precarity, frac-

tured family relationships and an overarching immersion
in the online world of Korean dramas and games that promised
escape but deepened isolation. But the tragedy is far from being
an outlier. It portends a broader rupture in the way adolescence
isexperienced now, where screens are both babysitters and battle-
grounds, where the digital world is increasingly the organising
principle of many youngsters’ lives, magnifying feelings of ex-
clusion while offering little reprieve. A widening gap separates
thisfirst generation of true digital natives from their parents and
teachers, who lack fluency in the online cultures their children
inhabit. It makes monitoring onerous, often fragile.

In areport last year, the WHO estimated that globally, one in
seven 10 to 19-year-olds experiences a mental disorder. Across
countries, surveys tell stories of a thinning sense of belonging. In
India, nearly one in four adolescents reports symptoms consistent
with anxiety or depression, while the NCRB has documented a
steady rise in students’ suicides over the past decade. There is
growing evidence that early, unsupervised immersion in online
social ecosystems carries psychological risks. The Ghaziabad
sisters, aged 16, 14 and 12, had dropped out of school after Covid.
Intheeight-page note they left behind, they write, “Koreanisour
life, how did you even dare to make us leave our life?”

The deep sense of unease around social media and
children has begun to crystallise in policy. Australia haslegal-
ised minimum-age thresholds for social-media use; European
countries have tightened protections for minors. In India, too,
there is growing discussion on safeguards. These conversa-
tions are necessary, but regulation alone cannot mend what
has frayed. It also requires the patient work of connection and
the creation of safe spaces that allow children to feel seen,
heard and loved.

Harry Potter villain to
China’s new year mascot

HERE IS a Chinese poem whose title is translated as

‘Lion-Eating Poet in the Stone Den’. The hyphen is cru-

cial —the poet munches onlions, not vice versa. It’s all

in how it’swritten, and that goes 100 times for the orig-
inal Chinese version, which goes “Shishi shi shi shi shi...” When
read aloud, it’sincomprehensible because every syllable is “shi”.
This is possible because Chinese has many different words that,
over time, have come tobe pronounced the same. The poem was
composed to show how difficult it can be to understand literary
Chinese without Chinese characters. The characters are useful
because they represent meaning and not just sound, and there-
fore different ones are used for different words even if they are
pronounced the same.

It’s because Chinese characters have meanings that Draco
Malfoy, a character himself (from Harry Potter), has become as-
sociated with the upcoming Chinese new year, the start of the
year of the horse. In Chinese, Malfoy’s name is written with the
characters “ma er fu” to approximate the sound. But the actual
meaningofthe charactersis “horse fortune”. Reportedly, this has
made him an unofficial mascot of the coming yearin China, with
fanart, memes and merchandise springingup everywhere. There
are even images of Tom Felton, who played Malfoy in the films,
riding a horse; for his part, Malfoy might be relieved it’s a horse
and not a hippogriff, the magical creature that injures himin the
story.

Malfoy became a fan favourite when the films came out
thanks to Felton’slooks and was often whitewashed in fanfiction.
He is an antagonist, however, and even his name has a nastier
meaning in French: “Bad faith”. Does this make him irredeem-
able? That would be putting the cart before the horse.

tory, if not euphoric. A col-

lection of some of the

summary comments:
Businesslike, calm-collected, short, boring
and good. Over 95 per cent approval rating
— something I have not witnessed in over
36 years of active Budget-watching. I was
asked to write this article on Budget day,
but politely refused. Reason: Bitter experi-
ence that there was always a wicket-taking
googly in the budget.

Only after the dust of euphoria had
settled did the googly emerge in the form
of yet another retrospective tax — starting
April 2026, there will be a new tax on capital
gains made via the purchase of SGBs or sov-
ereign gold bonds. The SGBs were intro-
duced in2015-16 when gold prices were low
and stable (even declining from their local
peakin 2011-12). This scheme of annual is-
suance of gold bonds was stopped in 2024
— well before the parabolic surge in inter-
national gold prices. The terms of the SGB
agreement with the citizen and voter was
that you buy paper gold, and you are re-
turned paper money when you sell. Capital
gains, and losses, with the investor. No tax
was to be paid if the price of gold went up,
and if the price of gold went down, your
loss. Now, retrospectively, because gold
prices have shot up, you will pay a long-
term capital gains tax of12.5 per cent. Para-
phrasing Khrushchev, the government’s at-
titude is: What is mine is mine — what is
yours is also mine.

Besides being greedy and unfair —
retrospective taxes should be illegal — the
government is also being petty, and can

lost in terms of investor confidence via
this new tax. It will net about Rs 200 crore
a year — about .005 per cent of our tax
receipts in 2025-26.

Several benefits have accrued to the
government via gold bonds. SGBs lowered
imports (less physical gold imports), and
via a higher current account balance,
helped keep the rupee stable, if not to ap-
preciate. And don’t cry for the govern-
ment because of the trivial tax1oss. My es-
timate is that the government made
upwards of Rs 50,000 crore from borrow-
ing from the investor (at an annual rate of
2.5 per cent) rather than 7 per cent from
the market. And it wants to get Rs 200
crore more — I give up. A simple Occam’s
razor rule for the Finance Minister: Any
retrospective tax is bad policy, by defini-
tion, morally, and otherwise.

Retrospective taxes reflect very badly
on the process of Budget- and decision-
making in India. As I have been shouting
towhoever has been within earshot, the se-
cret decision-making of the Budget is
a relic of several bygone eras. We did
so when we were ruled by a colo-
nial power, and we are doing it
today when we are ostensibly on
the road to Viksit Bharat.

For the last decade or so, I
have advocated an open policy
towards Budget presentation.
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Excluding the retrospective
tax, Budget 2026 is a very
good example of good policy-
making. Major policies were
announced before the Budget.

Excluding the retrospective tax, Budget
2026isavery good example of good policy-
making. Major policies were announced
before the Budget. Income tax reform was
announced last year, GST reform in Sep-
tember. The latter is still incomplete, with
promises to keep. And for all the bravado
(and incorrect and inappropriate) talk of
self-reliance, India has acted in awelcome
opposite direction. In the short space of a
few months, it has become considerably
more open — look at the just-announced
trade deals! Major trade reforms are now
outside the Budget (unlike 1991). And major
deregulation, asadvocated ina NITI Aayog
report (again, outside the Budget), is likely
to become policy.

In the run-up to the Budget, most com-
mentators, both within and outside the
government, expected the Centre to take
significant steps towards addressing the
number one ailment of the Indian econ-
omy — lack of growth of private invest-
ment. The share of private investment in
GDP is down about 10 percentage points
from its earlier peak of 30 per cent. Indian
investment is going abroad and
foreign investment is not coming
to India. Net FDI is falling, is
barely positive, and is at the lo-
west level (as a percentage of
GDP) since our mega-crisis year,
1990. The last three months’ net

There is no need to follow the Income tax reform was FDI has bee.n negative. S.tated
200-year-old legacy of secret dlast GST bluntly, the investment climate
preparation (though the halwa announce: astyear, is bad — and the new retrospec-
should stay). Budget preparation reformin September tive tax makes it worse. Indians

should be an open, collaborative

want to invest abroad, and for-

Trump’s tariffs or the unstable global en-
vironment for this. Indeed, world growth
is higher this year and world inflation is
lower. Further, many countries have man-
aged the uncertainty extraordinarily well.
So, Indian policymakers do not deserve
the extra credit heaped on them by do-
mestic experts for “good” growth.
Private investment is down big-time
because of the UPA’s retrospective tax-
ation in 2012 and the BJP’s Model Bilat-
eral Investment Treaty of 2015 (an extra-
ordinarily bad model). The latter
stipulated that a divorce agreement be-
tween a foreign and a domestic firm could
only be achieved if two conditions were
met — a five-year cooling and negotiation
period, failing which, adjudication by an
Indianjudge. Seeing these requirements,
the foreign investor decided to vote with
her feet. (The new, revised BIT recom-
mends a three-year cooling period and
maybe an international judge — someim-
provement). Do we know of any divorce
that faces these stringent conditions? No.
Then why did two bad laws made by the
two leading and contrasting political
parties happen? Because the source of
these decisions was the same — Indian
politicians, advised by our Yes Minister
all-powerful bureaucrats, who believe
that India will and can do as it pleases be-
cause the world cannot do without us. It
would be funny if it weren’t so sad.

Bhalla is chairperson of the Technical Expert
Group for the first official Household Income
Survey for India. Views are personal

To be future ready, healthcare | Walking with André Betel
sometimes sitting with him

system has to ensure quality

INDU
BHUSHAN

Public health
spendingasa
share of GDP
has remained
largely stagnant
for two decades.
Compounding
thisis the way
money is spent
— fragmented
across schemes,
departments,
and lineitems,
with limited
flexibility

ITH THE Lancet Commis-
sion on Reimagining In-
dia’s Health System being
launched last month, it is
worth pausing to ask: Are

we building a health system for yesterday’s
diseases or tomorrow’s India? Soon after
Ayushman Bharatwasrolled out, abenefici-
ary asked me somethingthat hasstayed with
me: “Card toh mil gaya hai, par ilaaj ka
raasta kaun dikhayega (We have got the
card, but who will guide us towards treat-
ment)?” That goes to the heart of India’s
health challenge — not just paying for care,
butensuringthat people are guided through
the system with dignity and continuity.
Asthe founding CEO of Ayushman Bha-
rat, I have seen both the promise and the li-
mits of health reform at close quarters. When
the scheme was launched, many doubted
whether India could pull off the world’s lar-
gest government-funded health assurance
programme. Eight years on, the outcomes
are hard toignore. More than 10 crore hospi-
tal treatments have been provided, and by
one estimate, households have saved nearly
Rs2lakh crorein out-of-pocket expenditure.
India’s health outcomes have un-
doubtedly improved over the decades. Yet
progress has slowed, and gains remain
deeply unequal. A child born in a poor dis-
trict or marginalised community still faces
far worse health prospects than one born
into an urban middle-class household. At
the same time, NCDs and mental health con-
ditions are rising steadily, while climate
change and antimicrobial resistance pose
new and serious risks.
Asproud asIamofwhat Ayushman Bha-
rat has achieved, I am conscious of its limi-
tations. While physical accessto care has ex-
panded, the experience of care remains
fragmented and often poor in quality. Our
system continuesto be hospital-centricand
curative. Primary care, which should anchor
prevention, continuity, and trust, remains
underpowered. It is evident that even the
best health assurance scheme cannot com-
pensate for weak primary care.
Chronicunderinvestmentlies at the root
of many of these problems. Public health
spending as a share of GDP has remained
largely stagnant for two decades. Com-
pounding this is the way money is spent —
fragmented across schemes, departments,

and line items, with limited flexibility or ac-
countability. Line-item budgeting in the
public sector and fee-for-service payments
inthe private sector reward volume, not out-
comes. They encourage episodic treatment
rather than long-term health.

This is why the Lancet Commission ar-
gues that incremental change is no longer
sufficient. India must move from a frag-
mented, facility-driven system to one thatis
comprehensive, coordinated, and people-
centred. Quality, dignity, and respect must
count as much as coverage numbetrs.

One of the Commission’s messagesisthe
need for decentralisation. States, districts,
and blocks face very different disease
burdens, capacities, and social contexts. A
reimagined health system must therefore
empower states with greater financial flexi-
bility, better data, and real autonomy —
while holding them accountable for out-
comes. Technology offers an opportunity to
support this transformation. India’s DPI can
enable continuity of care, real-time surveil-
lance, and learning health systems. But digi-
tal tools can strengthen coordination and
decision-making only if they are under-
pinned by trust, sound governance, and
strong ethical safeguards.

The Commission also squarely addresses
the role of the private sector. India cannot
achieve universal health coverage without
private providers. Managed care principles,
emphasising prevention, gatekeeping, de-
fined provider networks, and rational pay-
ment systems, must replace volume-driven
incentives. Regulation should enable inno-
vation while protecting the public interest.

Many of the Commission’s recommen-
dationsarealready reflected in policy intent.
The challenge lies in execution. Health gov-
ernance reformis never purely technocratic;
itisinherently political.

Yet, moments of crisis also open windows
of possibility. India’s ambition to become a
developed nation by 2047 cannotberealised
without ahealth system thatis fair, resilient,
and people-centred. Ayushman Bharat
demonstrated that bold reform at scale is
possible. The Lancet Commission is a rem-
inder that the next phase must go deeper.

The writer was founding CEQ, Ayushman Bharat
(AB-PMJAY) and is commissioner,
Lancet Citizens’ Commission

CHIKI
SARKAR

In André’s own
telling, he was
never the star.
In Kolkata, he

studied at St
Xavier’s, not
the prestigious
Presidency
College. He
never taught at
Oxford or
Harvard or
Columbia,
choosing to
work all his life
inIndia
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OR MANY years — from my late 20s to my mid-30s
— Iwould take a walk with André Beteille every Sat-
urday. We lived a door away from each other in Jor
Bagh, and we’d walk to Lodhi Gardens, occasionally
to Safdarjung’s Tomb.

I had recently arrived in Delhi and was lonely and over-
whelmed by my new job. André couldn’t really care less when I
tried to confide in him. At first hisindifference wounded me, but
Irealised quickly there was nothing special about a20-something
being stressed out by her life. His disinterestedness helped me
put my anxieties in perspective. After all, there were so many
other, more important things to talk about.

Should therebe a death penalty? Why didn’t reservation work?
Was Dostoevsky not better than Tolstoy?

Aswe got to know each other, we talked about his life. We ar-
gued about his parents.I had a soft spot for his feisty, indefatigable
Bengali mother. He who had been exhausted by her fighting spirit
returned in his conversations to his French father, agentler man,
whoIfelt was defeated, and who André saw otherwise.

Wetalked, too, about his peers, the brilliant trio of economists
who were the stars of intellectual India in the ‘60s: Amartya Sen,
Jagdish Bhagwati, and Sukhomoy Chakraborty. André respected
Bhagwati for beinga free market economist atatime when it was
deeply unfashionable to be one; for Sen, the star, he felt admir-
ation and some hesitation, perhaps a kind of jealousy. Chakra-
borty, to him, was the great intellect. He was not one of the A-
listers in his telling, but he watched them from the sidelines.

In fact, in André’s own telling, he was never the star — that
was the point. In Kolkata, he studied at St Xavier’s, not the pres-
tigious Presidency College. He never taught at Oxford or Harvard
or Columbia, choosing to work all his life in India. Nor did he in-
fluence government policy like Chakraborty. His intellectual
views were neither stridently left nor right. He didn’t think caste
was the only lens to see the country from.

Each one of these beliefs and decisions made him a small
rebel. And put together, it made him live a life that was uncom-
promised by vanity, fashion, and the temptations of prestige and
power. He believed what he did, he carved anarrow, straight path
and walked down it. He felt this was the true scholar’s way. One
should think clearly, not lie to himself.

The last time I really saw him was shortly after my son had
died. He had, by then, retreated, staying largely in his room, not
speaking much. When he asked me how I was, I burst into tears,
and like the indifferent professor of our walks, he watched me cry
silently, waiting for me to stop.

As always, his calm soothed me. I noticed Sen’s memoirs on
histable and asked ifhe had read it, and told him Sen had written
of him very warmly. He hadn’t read it and so I opened the book
and read to André about himself. He listened politely. “Are you
bored?” I asked him once Iwas done. “What do you think about,
sitting in the room all day?” “I think about him,” he said with a
smile, pointing to a photograph of his beloved grandson. I
squeezed his hand and left.

The writer is publisher, Juggernaut

issue of the construction of a border
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Petroleum price hikereduced

BARELY FIVE days after announcing a steep
hike in petroleum products, the govern-
ment in response to the public reaction or-
dered areductionin the prices of petro-
leum products, except aviation turbine fuel.
The reduction in the case of kerosene, die-
sel, petrol and cooking gas is marginal. Ear-
lier, it had been estimated that the price
hike in petroleum products would get Rs
800 crore extra revenue. This reduction will
entail aloss of Rs 270 crore.

Assam CM’sdemand

THE ASSAM chief minister, Prafulla Ma-
hanta, said he would be discussing the

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

fence during his meeting with the Home
Minister, S B Chavan. Addressing a news
conference in New Delhi, Mahanta said
that Assam’s annual plan for 1986-1987

had been fixed at Rs 500 crore, which rep-

resented a 22 per centincrease over last
year. His government had also asked the
Centre to lift the restrictions on the travel
of foreigners to Assam in order to boost
tourismin the state.

India-SriLankatalks

“VERY INTENSIVE discussions” are believed
to be currently ongoing between New Delhi
and Colombo on the question of making a
“move forward” in the search for a solution

New Delhi

to the ethnic problemin the island nation.
India’s mediatory efforts had received a set-
back when on the eve of the foreign secre-
tary’s scheduled visit, India received a “very
negative” response from the SriLankan
government to the proposal submitted by
the Tamil United Liberation Front for a politi-
cal solution to the problem.

Indiacondemns hijacking

INDIA CONDEMNED the hijacking of a Li-
byan plane by Israel in international air
space and termed the action a “complete
violation” of international law. Syria
threatened retaliation and said Israel’s ac-
tionin forcingdown a Libyan airliner could
trigger a blow-up in West Asia.




© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

More concentration of power in Xi’s
hands could have dangerous
consequences in China and beyond.
— Financial Times
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THEBEST OF BOTH SIDES

A weekly column, which offers not this-versus-that, but the best of both sides, to inform the debate
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ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

Politics has queered the pitch for the T20 World Cup. Is there a way out?

India, Pakistan were
ONCE 0N same page

KAUSHIK DAS GUPTA

NDIA'S PRUDENTIAL Cup win in

1983 did notjust give cricket a new

World Champion. It also heralded

a change in the control of the

game’s levers of power. Although
the West Indies were dominant on the
field of play, it was England and Australia
who held the reins in global cricket ad-
ministration. Players from the Caribbean,
India and Pakistan had shown that they
did not always need to bat, bowl and field
in the White man’s ways, but global
cricket administration was still waiting
for its decolonisation moment.

It was then that the BCCI and the Pak-
istani Board came together to challenge
historical privilege and bring the World
Cup to the Subcontinent in 1987. The In-
dian Board was headed by a politician, N
K P Salve; his Pakistani counterpart, Nur
Khan, was an air marshal. But the two
found common purpose in unshackling
the game’s governance from its colonial
moorings, even when their countries were
on the brink of armed confrontation.

Recounting this almost forgotten
chapter today might seem like nostalgia
when cricket is nolonger a diplomatic tool.
The handshake row at the Asia Cup sig-
nalled that the political bitterness had spilt
over onto the field. And now, the continu-
ing sordidness over the T20 World Cup —
the announcement that the Pakistan team
won’t play Indiais the latest —bodesill for
the health of the game itself.

Hypernationalism was always a leit-
motif of India-Pakistan contests. In the
1996 World Cup, co-hosted by India, Pak-
istan and Sri Lanka, when the crowd at
the Chinnaswamy Stadium in Bangalore
jeered Javed Miandad after the Pakistani
great had played his last innings, they
seemed to be enacting what Umberto
Eco had said in his critique of spectator
sport. For Eco, what happens in the field
of play was only nominally a contest be-
tween players. It was rather a competi-
tion between supporters of the two teams
and bore all the hallmarks of the rela-
tions between the societies and polities
they represent. But India-Pakistan
cricket often gave evidence that Eco’s
analysis was that of a cultural critic who
only saw sport's dark side. Barely three
years after the appalling send-off to
Miandad, spectators in Chennai gave a

standing ovation to the Pakistani team
afterit had defied a monumental Sachin
Tendulkar innings to earn a famous vic-
tory. Even today, the internet is replete
with heartwarming stories of friendship
between the players of two countries.
When fans saw players showing mutual
respect, tying shoelaces and even ex-
changing jokes during a tense phase of
play, they could see cricket for what it
was — agame. That was when India and
Pakistan played more often. In thelast 15
years, encounters have largely been con-
fined to ICC tournaments. On TV,
matches are often framed in militaristic
language —“revenge”, even “war”. If
what happened at the Asia Cupisanyin-
dication, there is now also a generation
of players who embody the political ten-
sions between India and Pakistan.

Salve, Khan and their successors lever-
aged the power of TV revenues in the Sub-
continent to dismantle cricket’s tradi-
tional power structure. But TV has today
turned broader tensions between India
and Pakistan into a spectacle. News chan-
nels amplify tension and orchestrate de-
bates in ways that play to the emotions of
audiences. In his magisterial history of the
20th century, The Age of Extremes, his-
torian Eric Hobsbawm wrote of the times
when war was something that was fought
between the armed forces of nations or
enemy blocs. Today, however, navigating
geopolitical anxieties is not merely a
matter between governments; they have
infiltrated everyday social life to a point
where many common Indians see the
common Pakistani as an enemy. After its
recent turmoil, Bangladesh, too, has be-
come embroiled in this ecosystem.

Groupsthreatening to disrupt matches
in India date back at least two decades. A
firm hand from administrators, including
those who ran cricket, would keep such
mischief-makers at bay. But such threats
are no longer today the stock-in-trade of
fringe groups. The uproar — from leaders
across the political system, social media
trolls,and TV commentators —thatled to
the BCCl virtually forcing KKR to annul its
decision to select Bangladeshi player Mus-
tafizur Rahman is a case in point. It’s true
that Indian audiences give the BCCI econ-
omic clout. But with great power comes
great responsibility. Unlike in Salve and
Nur Khan’s time, however, the cricket
boards, too, have become participants in
revanchist narratives. Today, decisions on
cricket involving India, Pakistan, and in-
creasingly Bangladesh, aren’t just about
cricket. The sport deserves better.

The writer is senior associate editor, The Indian
Express. kaushik.dasgupta@expressindia.com

Big egos are
harming the game

SRiRAM VEERA

AKISTAN'S DECISION to boy-
cott its match against India in
the T20 World Cup is political
gesturingatits mostincoherent.
While the move claims solidarity
with Bangladesh, it exposes the hollowness
of performative activism in cricket — and
sets a dangerous precedent for the sport.

The boycott fails even on its own terms.
Pakistan will play all their other matchesin
Sri Lanka, makingthis selective protestim-
possible to justify on security grounds. If
safety were the concern, why play in that
country? Past boycotts by Australia, New
Zealand, England, and the West Indies — of
Sri Lanka, Zimbabwe, and Kenya in 1996
and 2003 — all cited security concerns.
Even England's politically motivated with-
drawal from Zimbabwe, which stemmed
from Robert Mugabe’s policies, was offi-
cially framed as a security issue.

Pakistan’s one-match boycott is empty
symbolism. The absurdity deepens when
you consider the logistics: What if Pakistan
and India meet in the final? Will the former
forfeit the championship match? Or will
they suddenly discover that playing India
isacceptable when a trophy is at stake?

Bangladesh's position, in contrast, had
internal logic. When India pressured Kol-
kata Knight Riders to de-select Mustafizur
Rahman from the IPL citing safety concerns
for a tournament still four months away,
Bangladesh had grounds to question how
India could then guarantee safety foran en-
tire squad in theimmediate future. The ICC
compounded the problem by treating the
Mustafizurissue asa domestic matter while
expecting Bangladesh to participate in an
ICCeventinthesame country. Bangladesh’s
refusal to play in India followed a clear
cause-and-effect chain.

Pakistan’s boycott follows no such
logic. Their under-19 team played India
the same day this decision was taken.
Former Pakistan player Basit Ali suggested
the sensible alternative: Wear black arm-
bands while playing the game. Instead,
Pakistan chose theatrical withdrawal.

This mattersbeyond one match. Cricket
hasneverbeen apolitical —the sport’s very
governance structure was designed torein-
force British imperial hierarchy. The Im-
perial Cricket Conference (now the Interna-
tional Cricket Council), founded in 1909,
granted veto powers to England, Australia,

and (White) South Africa that were used for
decades to suppress initiatives from non-
White nations. Even the 1933 Bodyline crisis
ended only when the British government
pressured Australia toback down from their
accusations of “unsportsmanlike behav-
iour” to protect bilateral trade.

The question isn’t whether politics be-
longs in cricket, but how political power is
wielded. India, with its massive fan baseand
financial dominance, has the opportunity
to govern the sport more equitably than
England and Australia in their heyday. In-
stead, the BCCI'shandling of the Mustafizur
case — using commercial leverage to ex-
clude a player from the IPL — showed the
same impulse toward unilateral control.

TheICC’s passive complicity only rein-
forced the pattern. If India couldn’t stand
to have a Bangladeshi player in a Kolkata
franchise due to safety, they should have
been asked how they were goingtohave an
entire squad of players stay and play a
series of games in the country. If India, in
the recent past in the Asia Cup, and Pakis-
tan, now in this World Cup, have been
allowed to play elsewhere, Bangladesh
could have been accommodated, too.

But Pakistan's response doesn’t chal-
lenge this power structure — it playsintoit.
By boycotting without a coherent justifica-
tion, they hand ammunition to those who
dismisslegitimate grievances about cricket
governance asmere political theatrics. They
blur theline between principled standsand
petulant point-scoring,.

The real victims are the sport and its
stakeholders. Broadcasters have reportedly
invested hundreds of millions of dollars, pri-
marily for India-Pakistan fixtures, the most-
watched matches in cricket. Without this
marquee clash, the tournament loses its
commercial centrepiece and viewership
magnet. Fans across both nations, already
deprived of bilateral series due to decades
of political tensions, lose yet another rare
opportunity to see their teams compete.
Cricket’s already weak governance frame-
work fractures further, with no clear mech-
anism to prevent future boycotts. When
Pakistan faces sanctions for this boycott —
whether point deductions, fines, or future
participation restrictions —they’ll have sac-
rificed commercial relationships with the
sport and fan goodwill for a gesture that sat-
isfies no one and achieves nothing.

The mess, ultimately, comes down to
egos playing politics without strategy. Bang-
ladesh, at least, had a grievance. Pakistan
hasonly theatre.

No Bangladesh, no India-Pakistan —
where is the world in the World Cup?

The writer is senior associate editor, The Indian
Express. sriram.veera@expressindia.com

ALISHA LALLJEE

IT ALL looked fine, I didn’t know my kids
were addicted or suffering. Which father
would let his daughters die?” said a dis-
traught father of three minors who died by
suicide in Ghaziabad. Human behaviour, es-
pecially when it reaches such tragic end-
points, israrely caused by a single factor but
is usually the result of layered emotional,
psychological, and social vulnerabilities.
Adolescenceisastage of life where every-
thingfeelsintense —emotions, friendships,
rejection, self-doubt, and the need tobelong.
Thus, adolescents often turn to something
that givesthem comfort or escape. They can
form attachments to social media, gaming,
reels, or relationships. These behaviours

Adolescents need to feel valued

often begin as harmless coping tools and
slowly replace real-world interactions, re-
sponsibilities, and emotional growth. What
lookslike obsession from the outside is often
anattempt tosoothe anxiety, loneliness, and
low self-worth.

Gaming can become deeply engaging
because it offers instant rewards, clear goals,
and a sense of achievement that real life
sometimes fails to provide. Every time a
player clears alevel or receives appreciation,
the brain releases dopamine, a chemical
linked to pleasure, motivation, and reward.
Games are designed to provide frequent and
predictable dopamine spikes. Over time, the
body beginsto crave these bursts of satisfac-
tion. Sometimes, when they do not fit into
that virtual world, they may feel dejected be-
cause they donot know anythingbeyondit.
Social-media addiction is also linked to
loneliness, as a person may begin to forget

or reject real human experiences.

Parents, of course, play one of the most
important roles in protecting adolescents
from slipping into unhealthy addiction pat-
terns, but this protection rarely comes from
strict rules or constant monitoring. It begins
with creating a home where children feel
emotionally safe. Small, consistent efforts
like checking in about their day and ac-
knowledging their feelings make children
feel seen and supported.

Setting healthy boundaries around tech-
nologyisequally important, butit works best
when it feels collaborative rather than con-
trolling. Instead of banning gaming or social
media, parents can help adolescentsdevelop
abalanceby settingrealistic screen routines,
encouraging hobbies outside the digital
world, whether it is sports, music, art, or
spending time with friends and family.
These experiences are integral to making

adolescents realise fulfilment can exist
beyond screens. In addition, when parents
model mindful technology use themselves,
itencourages healthier habits in children.

When adolescents suddenly withdraw
from loved ones, show noticeable mood
changes, struggle with sleep, lose interest in
school, orbecome unusually irritable, it may
indicateemotional distress rather than stub-
bornness or defiance. Adolescents need to
feel valued for who they are, not just what
they achieve. When parents regularly re-
assure their children that their love and ac-
ceptance are not tied to marks, or popularity,
it builds a strong emotional foundation. A
child who feels secure at home is far less
likely to search for validation through digital
escapes or inappropriate company.

The writer is a Mumbai-based psychologist,
psychotherapist and special educator
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My surname does not
- frame my politics. 1 am
a teacher & a citizen, too

fﬂ ! :
MANOJ KUMAR J HA

ET ME state this unambigu-

ously: My political commit-

mentsarenotderived fromthe

sociology of my surname. They

are shaped by the Constitu-
tion’s normative force and its promises of
liberty, equality, dignity, and fraternity.
These commitments are open to critique
and disagreement. That is thelifeblood of
democratic politics, but what is illegit-
imate is the attempt to discipline consti-
tutional positions through identity-based
coercion. The ease with which abuse is
normalised against those who refuse
identity conformity does not signal confi-
dence in one’s arguments.

For years, I have watched first with
amusement, then with dismay as my in-
terventions on questions of discrimination
and affirmative action have been met not
with argument but with abuse. The charge
is rarely subtle: That my position deviates
from what people sharing my surnameare
expected tothink, and that such deviation
amounts to betrayal. After long ignoring
this resentment, I once attempted to
respond in an article, ‘My knapsack of
privilege’ (IE, October 23,2024). That inter-
vention, itappears, did
not satisfy the anger,
perhaps because it re-
fused to perform the
obediencethatidentity
now demands.

Our publiclife con-
tains a persistent ex-
pectation. People be-
lieve political
positions must follow
from surnames. They
treat citizenship as
secondary and as-
sume political judg-
ment can be inherited
through family ident-
ity: A name functions
as a predetermined
script. When someone departs from it,
people don’t see independent thought;
they see betrayal. This reflects a deeper
discomfort with constitutional auton-
omy. People become anxious when
others claim the Constitution as their pri-
mary political reference point rather than
their ancestry. What unsettles many isthe
refusal to be governed solely through
identity, not so much the dissent.

India’s constitutional imagination was
forged precisely to disrupt this logic asthe
Constitution does not recognise citizens
through surnames, clans, or inherited
loyalties. It speaks instead in the language
of equal moral agency. It assumes that in-
dividuals are capable of ethical reflection
and political judgement independent of
the social identities into which they are
born. To deny this autonomy is to hollow
out the very idea of constitutional citizen-
ship. Yet, in contemporary discourse,
identity is increasingly weaponised as a
disciplinary tool, with political disagree-
mentrecastasadeviation from communal
duty. This is a profoundly anti-constitu-
tional move because it reduces citizens to
delegates of imagined majorities and trans-
forms politics into a census of loyalties
rather than a contest of ideas.

Constitutional democracy dependson
an overlappingconsensus: A convergence
of citizens from diverse social locations
around shared principles ofjustice, liberty,
and equality. This is possible only when

ILLUSTRATION: MITHUN CHAKRABORTY

constitutional values are placed above in-
herited allegiances of caste, clan, or com-
munity. When political judgement is ex-
pected to flow obediently from surnames,
citizenshipitselfis reduced toan accident,
and moral autonomy is quietly surren-
dered. Thedanger of such parochialismis
not merely social fragmentation but con-
stitutional erosion. As Martha Nussbaum
has observed, loyalties that remain con-
fined to the near and familiar often be-
come “ethically inert”, even morally da-
maging, when they prevent recognition of
the equal worth of distant others. The Con-
stitution’s transformative promise lies pre-
cisely in its insistence that we enlarge our
circle of obligation. The narrower our alle-
giances, the weaker our constitutional im-
agination. A robust republic therefore de-
mands the cultivation of the largest
possible “we”— bound not by blood or
birth, but by ashared commitment tojus-
tice, dignity, and freedom.

Thereisalarger danger at work. When
identity becomes the primary arbiter of
political legitimacy, constitutional reason
is displaced. Rights are defended not be-
cause they arejust, but because they align
with group interest. Injustice is tolerated
so long as it benefits “one’s own”. This is
how constitutional morality erodes, not
through dramatic ruptures, but through
everyday accommodations with majori-
tarian convenience. In a constitutional
democracy, ethics cannot be provincial-
ised; the moral horizon must extend to all
citizens. Emancipatory politics, if it is to
mean anything beyond
rhetorical flourish, must
resist this slide. Emanci-
pation begins with the
freedom to dissent from
power, from tradition,
and fromone'sown com-
munity if it is against the
constitutional morality.

Identity isirreducibly
plural. As Amartya Sen
argues in Identity and
Violence, we simulta-
neously inhabit multiple
affiliations - profes-
sional, linguistic, re-
gional, ideological, ethi-
cal — and their salience
shifts with context.
I am a teacher in the classroom, a re-
searcher in academic forumes, a citizen in
political debate, and yes, someone born
intoaparticular community. Butnosingle
identity exhaustswhoIam ordictateswhat
Imustthink. The insistence thatinherited
group identity should be the default lens
everywhere represents what Sen calls “sin-
gular affiliation”— a dangerous reduction
that denies human complexity. It assumes
my caste or religious background predeter-
mines my stance on reservation, secular-
ism, or economic policy. Thisisnotjustin-
tellectually impoverished; it is ethically
coercive. Constitutional citizenship pre-
cisely requires that we refuse this flatten-
ing, allowing reason and context to guide
our political judgements.

In a republic as diverse and unequal
as ours, the temptation to retreat into
identity certainties is understandable.
Butyielding to that temptation comes at
a steep cost. It diminishes citizenship,
flattens political imagination, and fore-
closes principled disagreement. If we are
serious about safeguarding the republic,
we must defend not only the right to
speak, but theright to think, freely, auton-
omously, and constitutionally. Anything
less reduces democracy to lineage, and
that is precisely the future the Constitu-
tion was written to prevent.

The writer is Member of Parliament
(Rajya Sabha), Rashtriya Janata Dal
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Memoir row

THE STRENGTH of ademocracy
liesnotin dominance butin
dialogue (‘Allow Leader of Opposi-
tion to speak’, IE, February S). Pre-
venting the Leader of the Opposi-
tion from speaking weakens
parliamentary debate and under-
mines democratic values.
Parliament is meant to be a space
for questions, accountability, and
diverse viewpoints. Disagreement is
not athreat to national interest;
rather, it strengthens governance.
Allowing opposition voices ensures
transparency and public trust. A
healthy democracy listens, even
whenitisuncomfortable.

Charu Sharma, Hoshiarpur

ITIS for the government to clarify
the delayed go-ahead for the book,
written by a distinguished general.
Ifit has found some content objec-
tionable, those concerns should
have been conveyed to the author
(‘Allow Leader of Opposition to
speak’, IE, February 5). Rahul Gan-
dhi hasthe right toraise the matter,

New Delhi

which is of publicinterest, in the
Lok Sabha. The Speaker denied him
permission to speak. But members
of the House can quote from sources
if they attest to the authenticity of
the quoted text.

SSPaul, Nadia

New Manipur CM

THE NEW government in Manipur
has three key imperatives (‘On new
Manipur CM’s plate: Challenges &
hope’, IE, February S). It needs to
re-establish the rule of law by
cracking down on militant groups
and get back the stolen weapons
fuelling unrest. It needs to rebuild
trust between the Meitei and Kuki-
Zo communities. Finally, it needs
towork toward a solution regard-
ing the separate administration de-
mand without leading to the frag-
mentation of the polity. Only then
will normalcy truly return. Various
interest groups need to realise this
and commit to the restarting of
democratic systems.

Anany Mishra, Bhilai
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e AUTOMOBILES
Flush car door

handles: China’s
ban, and the
safety concerns

P’ s

A flush or hidden car door handle on a BYD car model. syd

Rishika Singh
New Delhi, February 5

IN A global first, China has announced a ban on “hidden” or
retractable car door handles from 2027. A feature increasingly
found in several manual and electric cars, its global popularity
has been attributed to Elon Musk’s Tesla.

Chinese state broadcaster CGTN reported that in some
cases, passengers have been trapped in their vehicles after car
crashes or power failures, because the doors couldn’t be
opened. Under China’s new rules, every car must have the
standard mechanical release on both the inside and outside
ofall doors. The regulations could nudge other countries, but
also matter in and of themselves, since China is both the
world’s biggest producer and market for cars.

Tesla leads the way

Teslabegan rolling out carsin the late 2000s, and within a
few years, it carved out a niche for itself by selling futuristic-
looking designs. Among the modern features was the hidden
(or flush) door handle. Unlike traditional or mechanical car
door handles that can be opened manually, by lifting a flap or
pulling a handle, these handles are at the same level as the
door. They only reveal themselves once the car keys are
brought near the vehicle.

South Korean carmaker Hyundai says on its website:
“When retracted during driving, it reduces aerodynamic drag
and creates a cleaner, more future-forward look.” An engineer
told state media China Daily that hidden door handles canin-
crease a car’srange by 5-10 km by reducing drag. But the extent
of the mileage benefit has been questioned.

Hyundai details two types of flush handles — “an auto-
matic style that pops out as
needed, and a manual style
where the user presses part
of the handle area and then
pulls to open the door.” For
the automatic handles, the
car battery powers the mech-
anism — activating sensors
that detect the car keys, and
sending commands to the
handlesto protrude. Passen-
gers sitting inside must also
push buttons to open the
doors. While emergency systems exist, they vary in terms of
placement and may not always be conveniently located.

AsTeslagradually became the standard for EVs, other com-
panies began incorporating features like the hidden handle.
According to the China Daily report, such handles are “wide-
spread” in China’s hybrids and EVs. In April 2025, about 60%
of the top 100 selling New Energy Vehicles included them.

CONTROL SHIFT

® Flush door handlesrepresenta
larger shift towards electronic
systemsincars.

® In India, some of the popular
models sold with the feature in-
clude Tata’s Sierraand Curvv,
Kia’s Seltos and Syros, and Mahin-
dra’s XEV 9e, BE 6 and XUV700

Firesto electric failures

While considered stylish, flush door handles have become
a serious safety risk following multiple reports of system fail-
ures. A Chinese carmaker’s engineer told China Daily: “Sensors
are oftenlocated at the front of the door; ifthey’re damaged in
acrash, the handle may not pop out.” Accidents, fires resulting
from accidents, or cars being submerged can also damage the
battery, possibly leading to people getting trapped inside cars.

US authorities, too, have ordered probes into cars over elec-
tronic door handles becoming inoperative. In at least four in-
stances, parents had to break the car windows for their children
toexitthe vehicle. Tesla’s design chieftold Bloomberglast year
that the company was looking to combine the electronic and
manual door-release mechanisms as a possible solution. This
came soon after a Bloomberg investigation found that US offi-
cialshad received more than 140 consumer complaints related
to doors on various Tesla models from 2018.

The case of door handles, however, represents the increas-
ing trend of car mechanics transitioning towards electronic
systems. Reuters reported that in April 2025, Chinese carmaker
BYD rolled out at least 21 affordable models equipped with
free “smart driving” features. This is visible in other markets
too, including India, where Advanced Driver Assistance Sys-
tems are being offered at a lower price range.

e GEOPOLITICS

India’s Russia challenge —
balance old ties, new reality

SHUBHAJIT Roy

WHEN US President Donald Trump an-
nounced the India-US trade deal, he also
claimed on Truth Social that Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi had “agreed to stop
buying Russian oil”. This has putIndiaina
diplomatically difficult position, as it has
tobalanceitslongstanding ties with Russia
while continuing to work with the Trump
administration.

Russia has been India’s friend and ally,
butitisalsofriendswith China, which adds
a layer of complications to New Delhi’s
dealings with Moscow.

Trump’s statement has not been ad-
dressed by PM Modi, but to analyse its po-
tential impact, one has to look back at
India-Russia ties over the past few decades.

Defence the cornerstone of ties

India’srelationship with the Soviet Union
blossomed specially in the 1970s, when Mos-
cow stood with India during the 1971 India-
Pakistan war as a counterweight to the US.

The defence ties between the two coun-
tries boomed, and India became depend-
ent on Soviet Union-manufactured de-
fence equipment. These equipment
comprised more than 80% of India’s
weapons at that time. While both countries
also cooperated on civilian nuclear energy,
space and people-to-people contact, de-
fence was the major pillar.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991, defence continued to be the backbone
of the ties, and even as India started diver-
sifyingto other sources —Israel, US, France
and some other European countries —
Russia remained the mainstay, of defence
equipment and more importantly of
“spares” of the legacy equipment. In fact,
this dependency was hovering around 60
to 70% till recently.

Ukraine and the oil question Modi and Putinin

After Russiainvaded Ukrainein Febru-  New Delhiin
ary 2022, the US-led Westernblocimposed  December.
sanctions on Moscow. Russia found a will-
ing buyer of its oil in India, selling at deep
discounts.

The India-Russia energy trade was just
2% of India’s energy imports before Febru-
ary 2022 (the Russian invasion of Ukraine). ioh
That increased to more than 32% over the Tlg trope
next few years. Bilateral trade between Even asit cut
India and Russia reached a record high of back on oil

$68.7 billion in FY 2024-25, with Russian oil
imports comprising the bulk of this trade,

amounting to $63.8 billion. India’s exports has S?nt out

to Russia was a paltry $4.9 billion. other signals to
The US looked the other way, and the the world.

West European countries, which had in- °

itially protested, reconciled to the issue, as

it was reasoned that New Delhiwasserving PM Modihas had

two purposes: India was sticking to the several phone

price cap on Russian oil, while also keeping conversations

thcz1 global—ippply qhaip of energy stable and two

and preventing a price rise. . .
Delhi’s rationale was that its decision was mee.tlngs Wlt,h

President Putin.

guided by commercial interests, since it
wanted to cushion the inflationary impact

v

N
- N

purchases, India

of crude price hikes, and sowas buying from
the countries offering the lowest rates. Also,
India said that the government was not in-
volved in the process of buying oil, and it was
the companies that made the decisions.
This worked well till Trump assumed
office last year. He singled out India for a
punitive 25% tariffs for buying Russian oil,
sparing European buyers and even China.
India has been rolling back its Russian
oilimports since September 2025, though it
has maintained thatitsdecisions aredriven
by commercial logic and its energy needs.

Russia’s response

Even as it cut back on oil purchases,
India has sent out other signals to the
world. PM Modi has had several phone con-
versations, and two very high-visibility
meetings in Tianjin and Delhi, with Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin. There is a
sense that the leaders have had the oppor-
tunity to discuss these new realities and
challenges that India faces from the Trump
administration, especially since the 25%
tariffs wereimposed as a ‘Russian penalty’.

Delhi’s change in course is expected to

Trump’s claim that India ‘agreed

to stop buying Russian oil’ has

put New Delhi in a diplomatically
tricky position with a longtime ally

be understood by Moscow, as India has
kept the Russiansin the loop about its com-
pulsions of minimising the political and
economic cost being imposed by the US
under Trump.

The Kremlin, thus, has played down
Trump’s statement. “We, along with all
otherinternational energy experts, are well
aware that Russia is not the only supplier
of oil and petroleum products to India.
India has always purchased these products
from other countries. Therefore, we see no-
thing new here,” Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov said on Wednesday.

India may not officially confirm the stop-
page of Russian oil, just as it has never pub-
licly spoken about phasing out Iranian oil or
Venezuelan oil since Trump 1.0, under US
pressure. The government has maintained
thatit will be guided by its national interests,
which includes its energy security.

Ministry of External Affairs spokesper-
son Randhir Jaiswal made this clear on
Thursday: “Insofar as India’s energy sourc-
ing is concerned, the government has
stated publicly on several occasions that
ensuring the energy security of 1.4 billion
Indians is the supreme priority of the gov-
ernment. Diversifying our energy sourcing
in keeping with objective market condi-
tions and evolving international dynamics
is at the core of our strategy to ensure this.
All of India’s actions are taken and will be
taken with thisin mind.”

The China angle

Coming back to defence, although de-
pendence on new Russian equipment has
dropped tolessthan 40%, and there are chal-
lengeswith the efficacy of the Russian equip-
ment duetosanctions on high-tech transfers
toRussia, Indiais careful about Russian sen-
sitivities, especially due toits proximity toits
strategic rival, China. With about 50,000 In-
dian troopsstill deployed on the India-China
border for almost six years now, India would
not want to risk its ties with Russia.

So, Delhi will have to diplomatically
navigate this tricky territory about the de-
clining oil imports and its continuing de-
fence partnership with Moscow.

START pact ends, Europe security calculus under (nuclear) cloud

EXPERTEXPLAINS
MANJEEV SINGH PURI
FORMER INDIAN ENVOY TO THE EU

THE LAST arms control treaty between the
US and Russia expired on Thursday, and in
theory, they are now under no obligation to
limit their strategic nuclear arsenals. While
this is a matter of concern for the world —
UN secretary general Antonio Guterres said
the START treaty could not have expired “at
a worse time” as the “risk of a nuclear
weapon being used is the highest in dec-
ades” — caught bang in the middle is Eu-
rope, with its main adversary emboldened,
and its main security guarantor unreliable.

In many ways, Europe is responsible for
its plight, but the fractured transatlantic
unity has consequences for other players,
including China and India.

NATO Trumped

NATO, the bedrock of transatlantic
unity created post World War II, was in a
colloquial sense meant to ‘keep the Rus-
sians out, the Americans in and the Ger-
mans down’. In those days, the last was ob-
vious, but the first worried the UK, the
victorious European ally, which was thus
clear that the US should not be allowed to
retreat to its Monroe Doctrine (1823), fo-

cussing its interest only in the Americas.
NATO’s core is, therefore, its Article 5,
which says that an attack on one is an at-
tack on all. US President Donald Trump,
however, believes that the US’s core inter-
ests are in the Americas — the now re-
christened “Donroe” doctrine.

The US GDP is roughly $31 trillion, and
ithasapopulation of 345 million; the Euro-
peans add up to $28 trillion with around
600 million people. With such economic
might, why are the Europeans ‘down’ and
unable to ‘keep the Russians out’ by them-
selves, even 80 years after WWII and 30
years since the collapse of the Soviet Union?

An answer lies in their far lower military
spend and build-up as compared with the
US. In NATO, of the $1.6 trillion estimated

annual defence expenditure, theUSspends  Europe has found
more than half, at around $980 billion. itself dealing with
Even now, more than 65,000 US troopsre-  anunreliable

main in Europe. For many years, the Euro-  security guarantor,
peans have availed the freerideonsecurity  the Donald Trump-
offered by the US, allowing it to consolidate  led US. ap

its hegemonic power.

Now, they geographically find them-
selves between two powers that own 90%
of the nuclear warheads in the world. Rus-
sia has over 5,500 warheads, the highest,
followed by the US at over 5,000. China
with 600 comes next. In Europe, UK and
France are nuclear powers, but together do
not have 600 warheads.

Cold War, cold thaw

The first decade post the Soviet Union
saw the West follow ‘détente’, i.e. engage-
ment, with Russia. The Europeans bene-
fited and built a relationship of cheap oil

and trade. But the fear of Russia continued
to be egged on by neo-conservative ideas,
which wanted to prevent the resurgence of
a Soviet-like superpower. NATO, thus,
pushed ever eastward, closer to the Russian
border, and began eyeing Ukraine, a
country the Russians see as indelibly
linked with them.

Thebreak came inin 2014, when Russia
took Crimea from Ukraine, and full-scale
war broke out eight years later. In a sense,
Trump seeks going back to the détente,
while the Europeans now stand in fear of
Russia.

In his first term, Trump had demanded
that that the Europeans step up their de-
fence spending to 2% of their GDP (Ger-
many, the largest European economy,
spent only slightly more than 1% on de-
fence in 2014). But Trump 1.0 was still an
institutional presidency where many of his

advisors were retired generals, for whom
the transatlantic bond was a red line.

Deals and dilemmas

Eight years later, Trump forced NATO
members to up their military spending to
5% of their GDP, a tough financial call that
many find politically challenging.

Trump wants to do deals, including
with the biggest competitors, China and
Russia, as he sees opportunities with them.
They, the Chinese and Russians, appear to
see merit in going along — a major case in
point being not vetoing UNSC 2803 that
has created the Trump-led Board of Peace.
The Europeans, on the other hand, are seen
as obstructionists, touting a rule-based
order that restricts Trumpian enterprise.

Where India standsin all this

In the past, transatlantic divergences
have created a certain multipolarity and
provided space for the global south to pur-
sue multi-alignment and seek global collab-
orative action on their development chal-
lenges, climate change, humanitarian
action, etc. Indeed, Indiais pursuingsuch a
course, with the EU deal being an example.

A major rupture in transatlantic unity
would not only hurt Europe, it would also
puncture the combined heft of the West (the
G7 is still around 45% of nominal global
GDP) and have consequences for the world,
providing openings for Chinese hegemony.

The Europeans are hoping that Trump
2.0shall pass. But thereis agrowing under-
standing that they must stand up and de-
velop a polar position, for their security and
to build multi-alignments for themselves.

® DISASTER MANAGEMENT

In India’s first-ever disaster victim identification guldehnes teeth hold the key

Brendan Dabhi
Ahmedabad, February 5

INDIA'S FIRST-EVER guidelines and stan-
dard operating procedures for Disaster Vic-
tim Identification (DVI), released by the Na-
tional Disaster Management Authority
(NDMA) late last month, are aimed at en-
suring recognition, registration and digni-
fied handover of human remains to families
in the event of mass fatality incidents.

The reason behind formulating them
was several victims of disasters remaining
unidentified or difficult to identify, Nawal
Prakash, Joint Advisor to the NDMA, said.
“There are many branches in forensics that
can help in DVI and so we wanted to bring
them together to see how they can help
during such trying times.”

Four stages of DVI

The document underlines the roles and
responsibilities of various stakeholders
such as police, health officials, and emerg-
ency responders, besides the need for a uni-

fied command to deal with the four stages
of the DVI process, which is as under:

® Systematic recovery of human re-
mains from the site, along with documen-
tation and preservation measures.

® Collection of post-mortem data from
thehuman remains, including medico-legal
examination and forensic documentation.

® Collection of ante-mortem data in-
cluding personal, medical, dental and
other relevant records, and DNA from
families and authorities for comparison.

® Reconciliation of this data for analy-
sis, confirmation and release of remains.

Gaps and challenges

In India, vulnerabilities in the process
exist at each level. These include:

® Lack of an “operational DVI incident
commander” to coordinate with various
agencies at a disaster site.

® Lackofamethod to collect ante-mor-
tem data to compare with remains.

® Shortage of trained forensic experts,
anthropologists and other specialists,

The guidelines borrow from lessons learned from the Air India crash in Ahmedabad. riLe

coupled with overburdened forensic science
laboratories busy working on legal cases.

® Inconsistent tagging, mapping and
chain of custody practicesleadingto higher
risk of misidentification, and legal compli-
cations. Body fragments of different victims
could be considered asbelongingto asingle

victim and is handed over to a single family.
Duringnatural disasters, fragmentation
or commingling of human remains during
earthquakes or landslides, rapid decomposi-
tion in hot areas, displacement of bodies
during floods, and difficult terrain in high
altitude or forest areas pose problems.

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Incidents of burning, poly trauma (se-
vere injuries to multiple body parts), and
remains spread over alarge debris field, can
complicate matters. There could be haz-
ardous exposure. The document also rec-
ognises climate change as a significant “risk
multiplier”, besides delineating logistical
challenges (including mortuary spaces)
and sociological issues.

National Dental Data Registry

Interpol’s DVI guidelines (2023) state
the three primary or scientific identifiers to
be fingerprints, odontology (dental exam-
ination), and DNA profiling.

During the Al 171 crash in Ahmedabad
last year, experts had relied on Interpol
guidelines to identify the 260 bodies that
were so charred and often commingled that
normal identification processeslike finger-
printing and property recovery were ren-
dered useless. This document borrows from
lessonslearned from the crash: specifically,
using forensic odontology, apart from DNA
analysis, toidentify victims. It recommends

New Delhi

creating a “National Dental Data Registry”
sothat ante-mortem data can be compared
with post-mortem data for identification.
Dr Jayasankar Pillai, member of the
Drafting Committee and secretary of the
Indian Association of Forensic Odontology,
said everyone should have a selfie with
their front teeth clearly visible as it would
helpidentification in the event of a disaster.

Forensic archaeology

The methods of conducting DVI stated
inthe guidelines include post-mortem fin-
gerprinting, DNA analysis, forensic odon-
tology, virtual autopsy — and, interestingly;,
forensic archaeology. Notably, this field of
forensics was included from a project
underway in Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur,
and Tripura, where the National Forensic
Sciences University isexhuming and ident-
ifying bodies of Allied troops killed fighting
the Japanese during World War II. This is
beingdoneinin collaboration with the De-
fense POW/MIA Accounting Agency of the
US Department of Defense.
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Slow progress

New schemes well-designed, but health & education
spending continues to lag Viksit Bharat goals

N THE BUDGET for FY27, the Centre’s total budgetary expendi-

tureis estimated torise byamodest 7.7%,lower than the projected

nominal GDP expansion of 10%. The outlays for health and edu-

cation are pegged to marginally exceed the pace of total expendi-
ture,at 10.5% and 14.2% respectively. This shows a modest effort to
raise the outlays for both,which are central to enriching human capital
and reaping the demographic dividend. However, the country can
hardly afford to be complacent. The Centre’s health expenditure
declined from 0.37% of GDPin 2020-21t00.26%in 2025-26 (Revised
Estimate),and is seen to remain roughly the same for 2026-27.The out-
lays forboth the years are in factlower thanin 2020-21 when adjusted
forinflation.The National Health Policy’s target of raising overall pub-
lic health expenditure to 2.5% of GDP by 2025 has been missed, with
theactual figure stuckat around two-thirds of thatlevel. Health spend-
ing by states and Union Territories has of course increased steadily from
0.67% of GDPin2017-18t01.1%in 2025-26,thanks also to the funds
transferred from the Central Budget. But out-of-pocket health expenses
of households stilllingers at 2.3% of GDP.Low doctor-population ratio
and acute shortage of specialist professionals are also afflicting many
states. Bihar and Jharkhand’s healthcare professional to population
ratio is just 10, much lower than 44.5 recommended by the
World Health Organization.

Government spending on education has hovered around 4.6% of
GDP over the last few years,which is relatively better in comparison to
similarly placed low-middle income countries. But it is still lower than
the Euro area average of 5.05% or South Africa (6.5%) and Brazil (5.5%),
both comparable economies.In fact, the average high-income country
rate is only marginally higherat 4.8%,but unlike India, they don’t have
the task of building basic infrastructure any longer. To be sure, India’s
per capita general government expenditure (PCGE) on education in cur-
rent US dollar termsislargely on the trendline. However, as pointed out
inan EY study, to fulfil the aspiration of Viksit Bharat, the PCGE on edu-
cation needs to increase by more than seven times.

Since wide inter-regional disparities remain, equalisation transfer
to poorer states is taking place. However, low institutional and fiscal
capacity of laggard states are a problem. For instance, to receive the Cen-
tre's grants under the National Health Mission, states are required to
make a matching contribution,and this hasled to the unintended con-
sequence of certain “high-focus” states like Bihar and Rajasthan get-
ting lower grants than better-placed ones like Tamil Nadu and Kerala.
The education outcomes, measured by established yardsticks like
“learning poverty rate”, teacher-student ratio, and student dropout
rates continue to be below par, although some states have indeed
made rapid strides.

Toits credit,the Centre hasrolled out some well-designed health and
education schemes in recent years like Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan and
PM-JAY health insurance facility. Budget FY27 has moved further on
this path by seeking to establish stronger linkages between education
and entrepreneurship, bolster the care ecosystem for the elderly, and
forge alliances with the private sector to upgrade Allied Health Profes-
sionals. Though joint ventures with the private sector have incremen-
tal benefits,health and education infrastructure can’t reach acceptable
levels, unless the government pitches in with more resources. Raising
the revenue-GDP ratio is paramount.

Google backs up $185 bnin
Al spending with receipts

JUSTWHEN I thought I’d grown immune to seeing huge numbers attached to
the artificial intelligence business, Alphabet Inc. comes along with this:

“To meet customer demand and capitalise on the growing opportunities we
have ahead of us,our 2026 Capex investments are anticipated to be in the range
of $175 to $185 billion”

$185 billion! Analysts had been expecting something more like $119.5 bil-
lion,according to Bloomberg consensus data, which in itself would have been
about a 30% increase from 2025. Now investors are being asked to swallow a
potential spending increase of more than double.

Atfirst, it seemed as if perhaps theywouldn’t. The initial reaction to the pro-
jections sent shares down more than 7% in after-hours trading in what looked
foramoment like a repeat of Microsoft Corp.s tricky earnings last week,when
solid performance wasn’t enough to offset rising costs for the company’s Al
build-out — its shares are down 149% over the past five days.

Butasinvestors parsed the rest of the Google picture, their pessimism sub-
sided. Shares retraced their losses and actually posted
gains before settling a little lower later.

This was thanks to a final quarter of the year that
brought Alphabet a beat on overall revenue, profits,
YouTube ads and cloud computing. But what really
helped soften the blow of the capex increase were the
metrics that pointed to Google’s increasingly formida-
ble position in Al

Asthe company moves to integrate its Gemini chat-
bot into more products like Gmail and the Chrome
browser, it is rapidly gaining popularity and eating
away at ChatGPT’s market lead. It added 100 million
monthly active users quarter-on-quarter, with Chief
Executive Officer Sundar Pichai saying the company had also seen a “sharp
increase in engagement per user.”

The company has turned what look like a mortal threat — people using Al
instead of Google search — into an “expansionary moment” for the core prod-
uct, Pichai said, with its search business seeing “more usage than ever before.”
Google Search revenue was up 17% year-on-year.The company’s recent agree-
ment to provide the technical backbone for Apple Inc.’s redesigned Siri seems
set to add to those gains in the not too distant future, Bloomberg Intelligence
analysts remarked.

Google Cloud, through which Google sells its Al capabilities and hardware
to other companies, grew 48% year-on-year.That extended its run as the fastest
growing of the three main providers, having been viewed for a long time as a
third player behind Amazon.com Inc. and Microsoft. This success has been
aided by its yearlong investment in its own Al chips, reducing its reliance on
expensive and scarce hardware from Nvidia. Its cloud backlog — future agree-
ments for computing power — grew 55% year on year, an increase driven by
“multiple customers,” the company said. (Last week, Microsoft said 45% of its
backlog was from just one client, OpenAl)

“Capex spend this year is an eye towards the future,” Pichai told investors
on Wednesday evening.“I expect the demand we are seeing across the board, for
Google DeepMind as well as for cloud, I think is exceptionally strong.” It cer-
tainly appears that way.All of this has given Pichai just enough latitude to make
his pitch,which is: We’re seeing results and now it’s really time to go gung-ho.
At therate things are going, this time next year $185 billion might look quaint.

DAVE LEE

Bloomberg

Opinion

NDIA'S FOREIGN POLICY finds

itself at a critical juncture. While

much of the country’s external

engagements remain deeply

intertwined with its economic
policy, looming challenges continue to
demand vital strategic attention to its
security calculus. The recently con-
cluded India-European Union (EU) free
trade agreement (FTA),the seeming con-
sensus over a trade deal with Washing-
ton, and an overall focus on economic
diplomacyto fuelitsregional and global
prowess underscore that a resilient eco-
nomicbackboneisanessential element
of India’s foreign policy.

Similarly, the challenges to India’s
national security and the emergence of
aserious,systematicresetin New Delhi’s
security preparedness, as evidenced
during and in the aftermath of Opera-
tion Sindoorin 2025, highlight the need
for a robust budgetary allocation. The
Union Budget 2026-27, and the bud-
getary allocations to the ministry of
external affairs (MEA),and the ministry
of defence (MoD), serve as a guiding
framework that outlines New Delhi’s
priorities at this moment of flux.

India’sbudgetaryallocation towards
the MEA has seen a marginal increase
since 2025-26.Forthe upcoming finan-
cial year,I22,118 crore has been ear-
marked for the ministry,against that of
the current year which was pegged at
320,516 crore.An overview of the fine
print in the allocation reveals a host of
realignments that are likely to guide
India’s external engagements. The
largest allocation within the budget for
the ministry has been directed towards
the Overseas Development Partnership
(ODP) vertical—at 6,997 crore,
accounting for over 31% of the total
allocation.Given India’s sustained focus
on strengthening developmental part-
nerships with various like-minded
countries,especiallyin the Global South,
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DEFENCE BUDGET
BUDGETARY ALLOCATIONS BODE WELL FOR INDIA'S FOREIGN AND SECURITY POLICIES

A shot in the arm
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the sizeablebudget forthe ODPsignalsa
vital continuity in New Delhi’s efforts to
foster cooperation in this domain.

Importantly, allocation towards
India’s neighbourhood has continued to
remain atop priority,giving greater heft
to New Delhi’s commitment to act as a
catalyst of a secure and stable region
spanning South Asian and Indian Ocean
geographies, capped by the discursive
framework of the “neighborhood first”
policy. Among India’s neighbours,
Bhutan (32,288.56 crore), Nepal (X800
crore), and Maldives and

towards Dhaka, which has been halved
for fiscal year 2026-27, at 60 crore,

from the preceding year’s ¥120 crore.
The MoD’s share in the Budget
remains the highest among all other
ministries. For 2026-27, it has received
an allocation of ¥784,678 crore,which
accounts for 14.68% of the total budget
of the government. 2025 tested India’s
security calculus acutely. Given that the
looming threats of terrorism and border
conflict persist in India’s national secu-
rity outlook, the rise in the share of the
budget allocated to the

Mauritius (both at I550 ————————  \I0D outlines the prior-

crore) received the high-
est allocation. Interest-
ingly, Bhutan has yet
again emerged as the
recipient of the highest
share in India’s bud-
getary allocation to the
MEA, accounting forover
10%. Among other
neighbours, an increase

The need to recruit
personnel to better
manage growing
diplomatic prowess
and continued
investment in defence
production are two
critical challenges

ity being accorded to
enhance preparedness.
The 149% hike from the
budgetaryestimateallo-
cation to the MoD sig-
nals a continuity and an
upgrade in efforts to
enhance the financial
bandwidth required to
fuel modernisation and

of 100 crore is seenin E—————————————— reforms in security pre-

thebudgetaryallocations

to Sri Lanka (3400 crore) and
Afghanistan (X150 crore). Given New
Delhi’s active engagement with
Colombo, and a slow reset in ties with
the current regime in Kabul, the hike in
budgetary allocations appears to sug-
gest that India continues to undergird
its diplomatic outreach with an eco-
nomic muscle. The strain in India-
Bangladesh tiesis also acutely visible in
the reduced budgetary allocation

paredness. At a time of
strains in defence supply chains across
theworld,and mounting challenges to
India’s security calculations, New
Delhi continues to emphasise the need
for self-reliance in defence, more
specifically defence production. This
Budget earmarks ¥219,000 crore for
capital expenditure of the armed
forces,and ¥365,478 crore forrevenue
expenditure. Considering that India’s
hasbeen emphasising onresearch and

Big countries are very eager to have trade

relations with India. Be it the trade deal of the
European Union or the recent deal with the US..The
entire world is openly praising these trade deals

development of new technologies,
overall reform, modernisation, and
streamlining of domestic production,
the increase in budgetary allocation
for the MoD bodes well for its ambi-
tions and the compulsions of India’s
security preparedness.

Over the last year, India has taken a
quantumleap in its economic diplomacy
efforts. India successfully secured FTAs
with the UK and the EU to traverse these
markets seeking newopportunities. How-
ever, India’s efforts to secure a trade deal
with the US over the past year has been
marked by a critical test of resilience for
New Delhitobalanceits national interest,
while continuing to engage with Wash-
ington. For New Delhi, securing and safe-
guardingtheinterest of each sectorwithin
the vast spectrum of US-India trade rela-
tions has remained a key priority. The
fresh announcement of consensus
between New Delhi and Washington, as
wellas Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal’s
confirmation of the exclusion of sensitive
sectorssuchasagricultureand dairyfrom
the trade deal suggests it will have a posi-
tive bearing on India’s domestic market
economy. In today’s era of integration of
global markets,the imposition of tariffsis
acritical barrier torealising the full poten-
tial of economicinterdependencies.Asthe
upheaval in US-India ties over the past
yearappearstohavebeenleft behind with
the conclusion of negotiations, new
opportunities abound for both sides.

As India transitions to become the
third-largest economyin the world, per-
sistent gaps in the MEA and the MoD
need tobeaddressed.The need torecruit
personnel to better manage its growing
diplomatic prowess and continued
investment in defence production are
two such critical challenges. The trends
of budgetary allocations to both the
ministries exhibit New Delhi’s willing-
ness to add fiscal muscles to efforts to
mitigate these challenges.

American or Chinese exceptionalism?

Both US and Chinese leaders are guilty of personalising the

THE UNITED STATES and China have
longbeen the most prominent represen-
tatives of two opposing systems: democ-
racy and socialism. But they increasingly
share one crucial characteristic—person-
alised leadership—that blurs the other-
wise sharp distinction between the two.
Thisraises theimportant question: which
countryis truly exceptional?

American exceptionalism is, of
course, taken forgranted.Thereisnofor-
mal definition of this lofty state of
national supremacy, nor are there any
qualifying metrics. To borrow from for-
mer US Supreme Court justice Potter
Stewart,“I knowitwhen I seeit.” Personal
freedoms, the rule of law,and economic
primacy are often cited as the main rea-
sonswhyAmerica is theworld’s“shining
city upon a hill”,as former US President
Ronald Reagan famously proclaimed.

By contrast,Chinahardlycomesacross
as exceptional,at least as it is understood
in the West. Notwithstanding its mount-
ing economic strengths, China is quickly
disqualified by its lack of personal free-
doms—not just of expression, but also
those associated with a democratically
elected representative government.

Leadership is also an important ele-
ment of American exceptionalism.
That’s not because US presidents have
been unusuallybrilliant or decisive,with
magnetic personalities and extraordi-
nary communication skills,but because
they have embraced, if not celebrated,
democraticprinciples.The very concept
of American exceptionalism is predi-
cated on the belief that US leaders are
wedded to a free and open society, the
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rule of law,and a capitalist economy.

Until now.

President Donald Trump has aban-
doned many of these values, raising the
distinct possibility that the US is no
longer as exceptional as it might think.
By contrast,Chinese President Xi Jinping
hasrisen to the status of “core leader”—
adesignation last given to Mao Zedong.
Yes,Xiis an authoritarian presidentina
one-party system.But from China’s per-
spective, he is just as exceptional as the
generic American president used to be.

The role of leadership
bears critically on the
Sino-American relation-

History asks far

The Chinese people, unlike theirideo-
logically conditioned Communist Party
leaders, appear more accepting of the US
system.But theystop short of recognising
American exceptionalism, owing to a
growing sense of nationalism fuelled by
Xi’s espousal of the Chinese Dream. This
growing patriotic fervour has brought
China’scitizenry closetobelievingin some
form of Chinese exceptionalism.

The Chinese understand the recent
about-face of American leadership and
the hypocrisy underpinning it. Unfortu-
nately,so do many of Amer-
ica’s most steadfast allies.
That became glaringly evi-

ship, and especially on More of exceptional dent at the recent World

their growing conflict.One
problem is that the oner-
ous task of managing the
relationship has been left
topersonalised leadership
and diplomacy.This forces
us to think about US-
China leadership in rela-
tive terms—not merely
comparing Trump and Xi but also
assessing more generally how each
countryunderstands theleader’srolein
the opposing system.

This is particularly difficult for
Americans,who have been conditioned
to abhor anything with a whiff of
socialism. Few in the West dare think
otherwise. Scathing Marxian critiques
of capitalism as a system of exploita-
tion disguised as freedom have gained
little purchase, and the former Soviet
Union’s appalling disregard for
humanity cemented the aversion.

THE EDITOR

Balanced growth

Apropos of "Loosen the controls"
(FE, February 5), the editorial rightly
highlights the urgency of scaling up
India's banking sector to support
higher credit-to-GDP levels and
sustained growth. The current 56%
ratio is indeed low, and the proposed
high-level committee offers a good
opportunity to address long-pending
issues like consolidation, governance
reforms in public sector banks, and

calibrated relaxation of ownership
norms. While encouraging mergers
and attracting more foreign capital is
sensible, any loosening of controls
must be gradual and well-regulated
to safeguard stability. Allowing sound
non-banking financial companies
limited entry into banking, raising
foreign direct investment caps
thoughtfully in public sector banks,
and prioritising tech adoption

could help without undue risk. The
committee should focus on practical

nations. Nothing is
more important
than a willingness
to understand and
tolerate other

countries
- |

Economic Forum in Davos,
where Western leaders
pushed Dback against
Trump’s ridicule, hostility,
and condescension.

Many Americans, espe-
cially the MAGA-controlled
Republican Party, were
inclined toshrugoff his per-
formance at Davos as “Trump being
Trump”.Suchindifference toapotentially
seismicshiftin the character of American
leadership may come back to haunt the
US. While the case for one exceptional
countryiscompellinginaunipolarworld,
itislesssoinabipolarormultipolarworld.

A big question for American excep-
tionalism is whether Trump is an aberra-
tion or a sign of where the US is headed.
Ultimately, only Americans can answer
this question,expressing their preferences
through the freeand fairelectionsthatare
the cornerstone of USdemocracy (andyet

steps that balance growth
with prudence.
—SM Jeeva, Chennai

Exercise restaint

Apropos of "Time to wait and watch"
(FE, February 5), a "wait and watch"
approach for a rate cut is vital at this
uncertain economic juncture when
inflation control is essential. We have
to monitor how the previous rate cuts
have been transmitted to lending
rates. The clouds of tariff uncertainty

conflict-prone relationship. Continuing down this path raises
. the important question of which country is truly exceptional

surprisingly fragile, as demonstrated by
Trump’s attempts to overturn the 2020
presidential election).For China, the ques-
tion of its exceptionalism may ultimately
hinge on that same electoral process.

Allthis could be decisivein shaping the
trajectory of the US-China relationship.
Steeped in denial,America is unwilling or
unable to differentiate between the per-
sonalisation of conflict-prone policiesand
the moral underpinnings of democratic
values.Adeep-rooted intolerance of other
systems, as well as their leaders, makes it
even more challenging forthe US to navi-
gate the complex dynamicswith China.

Chinese leaders are also guilty of
personalising the Sino-American con-
flict. They constantly frame the super-
power rivalry in Marxian-like terms:
“the Eastisrising,the Westisdeclining”.
Xiwas more direct at the National Peo-
ple’s Congressin 2023, explicitlyblam-
ing the US forembracing a policy of Chi-
nese containment.

Trump, fixated on striking a deal
with China at the upcoming summitin
April, has turned the other cheek, tout-
ing his personal friendship with Xi. Yet
Sino-American conflict resolution
requires more than superficial claims of
camaraderie between leaders of two
different systems.

In the end, history asks far more of
exceptional nations. Nothing is more
important than a willingness to under-
stand and tolerate other countries with
different systems.

Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2026.
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on global trade remains stark and
industries are fumbling in realigning
their production schedule and credit
need based on market vagaries. The
US reduction of tariffs on India signals
a resumption of strong trade. The
central bank must cut rates based on
a strong rationale and with a clear
vision on the current flow of credit
offtake and the need of the market.
—NR Nagarajan, Sivakasi
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